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FOREWORD

Since 1951, the Lindau Nobel Laureate Council and the Foundation have hosted the annual Lindau Nobel Laureate 
Meetings (referred to as the Lindau Meetings) in which Nobel Laureates in the disciplines of physiology or medicine, 
physics, and chemistry convene in Lindau, Germany, for unique scientific dialogues with the most promising young 
scientists and researchers from across the globe. In 2004, the first of the additional regular Lindau Meetings on Economic 
Sciences was added to the schedule. 

Ordinarily held in June/July each year, the Lindau Meetings serve to promote networking among scientists of different 
generations, cultures, and disciplines, and have evolved into a unique international forum for scientific exchanges. 
About 30 to 50 Nobel Laureates attend the annual Meetings together with about 500 to 600 postgraduate students, 
postdoctoral fellows and emerging researchers from all over the world. The Lindau Nobel Laureate Council and the 
Foundation cooperate with more than 200 renowned science and research institutions or academic partners from across 
65 countries who serve as nominating partners of young researchers who participate in the Lindau Meetings. In 2015 the 
Department of Science and Innovation (DSI) invited the Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf) to partner with them 
to coordinate and oversee the activities associated with the Lindau Meetings. Through this arrangement, the DSI funds a 
travel grant to enable young scientists to participate in the Meetings. Since then, South Africa has sent groups of the next 
generation of scientists to the Lindau Meetings, in a more supported way, to enhance their contributions to the growth 
of South Africa’s science community and to advance networking opportunities for these scholars. 

The 69th Lindau Meeting held in 2019 (30 June to 5 July) was dedicated to physics. 

Each year, one country is nominated to host the Lindau International Day. In 2019 it was South Africa’s turn. As the  
host, South Africa was accorded a greater number of emerging researcher participants (22) and had an even larger 
official representation at the event. In addition, South Africa was afforded opportunities to present and display her 
scientific and innovative achievements, as well as her culinary and cultural offerings. The South African delegation used 
the 69th Lindau Meeting to hold a separate meeting with the Lindau Council and Foundation to focus on strengthening 
and optimising South Africa’s participation in the Lindau Meetings, bearing in mind the country’s unique context and 
historically significant past. 

Support for young South African scientists to participate in the Lindau Meetings and other international young scientists’ 
fora forms part of the DSI’s strategic investment in science diplomacy capacities. The connections that young South 
African scientists foster during these meetings will equip them well for future international collaborations and global 
knowledge networks, reinforcing global solidarity through science. This publication attests to that through the narratives 
provided by the South African Lindau Alumni. It is the first of many forthcoming interventions aimed at institutionalising 
and supporting the South African chapter of the Lindau Alumni which comprise past and current beneficiaries of the 
Lindau Meetings. The South African Lindau Alumni chapter is a legacy initiative that will help to promote, advocate for, 
and support the participation of diverse young South Africans in the Meetings.  

This publication is aimed at profiling the previous beneficiaries of the Lindau Meetings with a view of promoting 
participation in this life-altering event in the life of any emerging researcher. We trust that you will be enthused by the 
personal accounts of the Lindau Alumni members as they reflect and share their experiences about being in the same 
hallways as Nobel Laureate winners in their disciplines. As indicated before, the publication also seeks to formalise the 
Lindau Meetings alumni network, as a platform that other aspirant young researchers can access for guidance and 
counsel related to participation in the meetings. 

Daan du Toit
Deputy Director-General: International Cooperation and Resources 
Department of Science and Innovation
South Africa
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Danielle Douglas-Henry
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Condensed matter physics, electron microscopy

Institution at time of selection Nelson Mandela University (NMU)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD candidate

Current position PhD candidate

The first time I heard about the Lindau Meeting, was through a general NMU communication channel, 
advertising a talk that was going to be presented by former Lindau Meeting Alumni. 

I am truly grateful to have attended that talk, and for the recommendation letters from Profs J Bollmann, M Lee and 
A Venter, who vouched for me and assisted immensely with my application. In preparation for attending the Lindau 
Meeting, ASSAf arranged a pre-meeting and outreach programmes for all attendees. Scientists often lack the ‘soft skills’, 
and ASSAf ensured we were well equipped with useful communication 
tips before attending the Lindau Meeting. The South African delegates 
also had the opportunity to go on a community science outreach together 
before we left, which was a highlight for me. Sometimes, when we think 
about ways to reach out and use our skills to benefit our communities, we 
over-complicate the process. This was a great teachable moment showing 
how we can reach young students in the simplest way, that might have 
the biggest impact later on. 

The enormity of the Lindau Meeting superseded all previous local and 
international events I had attended. With roughly 600 young scientists 
and more than 30 Nobel Laureates in the same place, we were constantly 
surrounded by scientific chatter. The execution of the programme was 
world-class. We were treated like individuals, and we felt honoured to 
be attending. The atmosphere of excitement was as intense as those 
hot German summer days. The biggest takeaway for me from the 
Lindau Meeting, was a very practical lesson, and that was on science 
communication. Being able to present your work in an engaging and 
understandable way is truly an art form. 

Another important takeaway is that South Africa is alive with innovation 
and full of brilliant minds. I am proud to be a young South African scientist, 
as I believe we are fully capable of benchmarking our research against 
anything the rest of the world has to offer. At the International Day breakfast, hosted by South Africa, we presented one 
of our biggest research projects to the world at the 69th Lindau Meeting in 2019. When I saw the magnitude of the 
research, manufacturing, and collaboration covered by the Square Kilometre Array (SKA) and Meerkat projects, I was 
really blown away. 

There were many female scientists at the Lindau Meeting, as well as many discussions on how to encourage women to 
pursue science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) careers. As a woman, I found the general ethos to be 
very uplifting. The only area lacking in female representation was amongst the Nobel Laureates, but I believe it is up to us, 
as young female scientists, to change this. 

At the Lindau Meeting, I met many great young scientists who had interesting stories to tell about their life journeys and 
their research passions. There were significant friendships made and special bonds formed. One of my favourite finds, 

For a young scientist, to be 
selected to attend the Lindau 
Meeting is the equivalent of 

winning the golden ticket to Willy 
Wonka’s chocolate factory. You 
are surrounded by hundreds of 
people who share your passion 

and on top of that you get to 
meet, interact with, and learn 
from the world’s best in your 

field. As an avid chocolate lover, 
I encourage all young scientists 

who are afforded this opportunity, 
to dive into the chocolate river 
and eat as much as you can!
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that was quite different but typically Lindau, was an early morning workout session. I joined a very enjoyable calisthenics 
class in an open park, that left us sweating and laughing for a good hour. 

I made great memories with the people I got to know. I was proud that I could be a part of this group, as we made 
for a formidable delegation. Not only that, we were by far the most stylish group of researchers at the South African 
International Day dinner. I also had a great time getting to know my roommate Clarissa, an American researcher living in 
Germany. We were both hosted by the lovely German family, the Obers, living on the Lindau island. They were generous 

enough to provide us with traditional Bavarian outfits, for the Bavarian 
evening.

There were some Nobel Laureates who really made an impression on me, 
not only because of the work they have done, but also because of their 
philosophy on life. Sir Konstatine Novoselov (Physics 2010), the Russian 
scientist who discovered graphene, mentioned that to maintain normalcy 
in their home, he and his wife refrain from using the word ‘Nobel’, and have 
avoided all the fame that goes with it, so as not to bloat his ego. Staying that 
grounded, as a winner of the highest scientific accolade, is honourable, and 
something that really impressed me. 

The other Laureate I learnt a lot from is Prof Wolfgang Ketterle (Physics 
2001), a German Scientist who worked on Bose–Einstein condensation. 
During his open exchange, he shared some of what his personal life has 
taught him, and some of the things he said pierced us with a few harsh 
truths. The most notable being that in life you are always going to have 
shifting priorities. He advised us to always look at the bigger picture, as 
balance looks different depending on the season. He said we must make 
sure that when we look at the totality of it all, we should have managed to 
fulfil all aspects of our lives. Another story that stuck with me was the one 
related to us by Nobel Laureate Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018). She 
was awarded the Nobel Prize when she was 60 years old, for work she had 
done much earlier on while 
earning her PhD. She men-

tioned how, after completing her PhD, she had to work in jobs that she 
did not enjoy, and did not really want to do. This was really encouraging 
– the thought that even though we go through ups and downs, if we work 
hard at something, there might be value in it later on in life. The ASSAf 
team that accompanied us to the Lindau Meeting set up an academic 
dinner for us with Prof Strickland, which was an incredible experience, 
and the highlight of the entire event. As Prof Strickland was the latest 
winner at the Lindau Meeting, and a woman, her time was extremely 
sought after; therefore to get this uninterrupted moment with her was 
magnificent. 

One of the beauties of the Lindau island is that it is big enough to host 
the conference, but small enough that you are always in close proximity 
to fellow delegates, even when walking around the shops. I met and had a 
particularly interesting discussion with Nobel Laureate Prof Brian Schmidt 
(Physics 2011), regarding scientific publications and what the future holds 
for ensuring good quality research outputs. Another very memorable interaction I had was with Nobel Laureate Prof 
William D Phillips (Physics 1997). He was one of the most dynamic, kind-hearted and approachable Laureates. When  
I spoke to him it was to bounce a few ideas off him and his responses were extremely engaging. That was another really 
encouraging moment. 

I would like to make particular 
mention of the ASSAf team. 

They were truly a professional, 
organised, dynamic and fun team 

to travel with. They made sure 
we were well prepared, arranged 
fantastic opportunities for us, and 

were such a joy to be around. 
Edith Shikumo was like our South 

African team’s mother.

Wearing traditional Bavarian Dirndl as 
provided by my wonderful host family, for 

the Bavarian dinner 
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Then there was the international dinner 
hosted by South Africa. I ended up 
sitting next to, and having a great chat 
with, Vinton G Cerf, one of the fathers of 
the Internet. It was a truly memorable 
experience for me. 

I was very fortunate to be selected to 
attend the Baden-Württemberg post-
conference programme. On the final 
day of the Lindau Meeting, I stepped 
off the boat and climbed onto a bus 
that launched me into the next trip 
of a lifetime. Together with 20 of the 
delegates, we were taken on a week-
long tour, and overall visited 11 different 
cities and 15 different universities. The 
tour, led by Dr Hai Sun, boasted the 
same world-class treatment that we 
had experienced at the Lindau Meeting. 
Some of the highlights were getting 
to see the Karlsruhe Tritium Neutrino 
(KATRIN) Experiment at the Karlsruhe 
Institute of Technology (KIT), visiting 
the incredible facility at the European 
Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL), 
and standing on the roof of Freiburg 
University’s physics department to get 
a breathtaking view of the entire city. 
The young scientists who were on this 
trip with me soon grew to be like a 
small international family. We formed 
friendships while laughing, learning and 
exploring together with so many fond 
memories shared. On one evening, we walked around the city of Ulm for hours trying to find the fountain of Einstein, 
as this is his birth city, only to be sorely disappointed by its tiny stature, relative to the giant mind it honours. 

Being selected for both the Lindau Meeting and the Baden-Württemberg post-conference programme was an opportunity 
I will forever be grateful for. I am honoured to have been selected and will always treasure the experience gained, lessons 
learned, and memories made. ❍

Taking a commemorative selfie after eventually finding the Einstein fountain in Ulm

Sitting next to Prof Vinton Cerf at the South African international dinner
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Francis Otieno
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Photovoltaics, thin film growth/characterisation

Institution at time of selection University of Witwatersrand (Wits)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD

Current position Postdoctoral fellow   

I first learnt of the Lindau Meeting in 2017 when my wife,  
Dr Mildred Airo, participated in the Lindau Meeting. Her descrip-
tion of the event was quite captivating, but I wanted to have a 
first-hand experience of interacting with Nobel Laureates in my 
field of physics. In 2018, I was approached by ASSAf to organise a 
Lindau Meeting awareness session at Wits. It was a great honour, 
as well as a rare opportunity for me. 

The event was a success, although those in attendance asked me how I 
could talk so enthusiastically about a meeting I had not attended. I then 
heard that I had been accepted by ASSAf in the first selection round and 
my application was forwarded to a scientific review panel appointed by 
the Council for the Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings. The best news ever 
was my acceptance by the Council.

The simplicity and humility of the Nobel Laureates was remarkable. My 
previous perception that the Nobel Prize was something unattainable, 
was proven wrong. Most Nobel Laureates started with a problem that 
seemed impossible, and thus began with a humble approach to solving 
the problem. This was a great incentive for me, that no idea is useless, 
however simple it may appear. I was fascinated by how most of the Laureates took many years of research and only 
realised a breakthrough later, often unexpectedly. This was a motivation for me to continue working in the laboratory 
and inspired a belief to never give up. 

The Nobel Laureates are really accessible to young scientists at 
the Lindau Meeting. Each Laureate has something captivating 
to discuss. The effect of this close contact with these ‘heroes’ 
of science brought me confidence and self-assurance. The 
Laureates I interacted with were unique and amazing in different 
ways. For instance, Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) who graced 
the South African academic dinner organised by ASSAf, had a 
simple and convincing tone which captivated me in her discussion 
and passion for laser technology. Joseph H Taylor (Physics 1993) 
was also one of my favourite Nobel Laureates as he gave an 
engaging talk entitled ‘Long Tortuous Path to Gravitational 
Waves’. Although it is not my field of study, he compared his 
experience to Albert Einstein’s conversation with his editor in his 
paper discussing the existence of gravitational waves. However, 
it was not a smooth ride for Einstein (now much celebrated for 
his influence on the philosophy of science) as he encountered 

The Lindau Meeting was 
testimony that no man is an 

island; we truly need each other 
in our research journey. Having a 
positive mindset when interacting 

with both noble and optimistic 
minds is worth a fortune in the 
research world. I was never the 

same again upon arriving back in 
South Africa. Long live ASSAf in 

conjunction with DSI for granting 
me such a golden opportunity, to 

be remembered forever.

Deep in discussion with Prof  Wolfgang Ketterle
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errors and disappointments on his journey. His disappointments mirror my own current struggles to publish, with his 
talk a true motivation to keep going.

The Lindau Meeting enabled us to interact with fellow young researchers to share ideas, disappointments, ambitions and 
current research status. I found these interactions really encouraging.

Meeting scientists from different countries also provided me with a humble learning opportunity, and a rare chance 
to have a wider view of my future research opportunities. These interactions gave me a broad and deep pool of future 
collaborators. One of the important aspects that I learnt from the Lindau Meeting was that most of the researchers 
work in collaboration with others, bringing together theoretical and 
experimental physics. It was really a challenge for me to engage, but 
through these discussions I was encouraged to learn new programmes, 
such as Python coding. Significantly, a lot has changed for me after 
attending the Lindau Meeting. My view of my research has changed, and 
my collaboration network has greatly increased. I also constantly receive 
and share research findings for review and critique with the many friends 
that I met at the Lindau Meeting. 

The gender balance of the Lindau Meeting had more or less equal 
numbers of males and females, and I met many amazing and focused 
young female scientists who would constantly challenge and motivate 
me. The organisation of the talks was excellent and discussions were 
full and engaging. I wish all conferences could be organised in a similar 
way. One remarkable session was the Master Class on ‘Teaching Physics’. 
After a short presentation, we had an engaging session of discussions 
guided by a Nobel Laureate. This made me feel quite inspired, since I love 
teaching. In general, the way the Lindau Meeting is organised is learner-
centred, with something new to learn in each session. My experience there gave me the assurance that whatever I might 
go through in my research career, I am on the right path, despite the challenges that occur. ❍

Although our research facilities 
here in South Africa are not highly 

regarded, especially in my field 
of photovoltaics, our ideas, vision 
and aspirations are remarkable. 
I was able to constructively put 

arguments to these brilliant 
researchers with immense 

expertise and facilities, and this 
was quite motivating.

Francis making the most of interactions with fellow young scientists and  Nobel Laureates Profs Harald Zur Hauseni and 
Elizabeth H Blackburn
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Genevéve Marx
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Electron microscopy and materials science

Institution at time of selection Nelson Mandela University (NMU)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD

Current position Electron Microscopist and Project Coordinator at the Centre 
for HRTEM, NMU.

I heard of the Lindau Meeting from a presentation that was given at the Department of Physics at NMU, 
organised by ASSAf and some South African Lindau Alumni. I decided to apply because at international 
conferences you can build a network of contacts for future 
collaborations (especially for interdisciplinary work) and gain 
valuable input and critique of your research. In addition, by 
observing the conference presenters, you gain skills and tips 
to be a successful presenter and develop your social skills by 
interacting with many different people from diverse cultures 
and countries. The Lindau Meeting, specifically, has the added 
advantage to distinguish your resumé from other young 
researchers. It reflects your quality as a young researcher when 
selected to attend such conferences. I think the fact that you 
interact with Nobel Laureates and other top young researchers 
at the Meeting sets it apart from other international meetings. 

The pre-meeting arranged by ASSAf prior to departing for the Lindau 
Meeting was beneficial. It helped me to relax and understand the arrange-
ments and expectations. Learning how to effectively communicate my 
research was particularly beneficial for me at the actual Lindau Meeting. 
The science engagement outreach activity during the pre-meeting was also enjoyable, as I had the opportunity to interact 
with learners about science in South Africa and to hopefully inspire some of them to become scientists.

Meeting young scientists from other countries at the Lindau Meeting, 
which was focused on physics in 2019, was enormously energising. I 
was inspired by their passion and level of research. These interactions 
taught me to communicate my research effectively and I formed 
special bonds with other young scientists. I was pleasantly surprised 
that our science system in South Africa competes internationally, 
except that funding in the more economically developed countries 
continues to be greater than in South Africa. 

My way of approaching my research has changed after the Lindau 
Meeting. Most of the Nobel Laureates have won by collaborating 
with scientists from different fields. In addition, many of them have 
moved between different research fields (for example, from physics 
to chemistry and vice versa), which led to their Nobel Prize winning 
research. Therefore, I have learnt that I should not restrict myself 
to one specific field but should rather approach my research by 
either collaborating with scientists from different fields, or I should 
discover different fields for myself. 

I cannot emphasise enough 
the importance of international 

conferences as a platform to 
holistically develop one as a 

young researcher – I would not 
be the young researcher I am 

today if I had not been afforded 
the opportunities to attend 
international conferences.

Genevéve and Prof William D Phillips
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With regards to women in science, there was a balance between female 
and male young scientists at the Lindau Meeting. I could see that an effort 
was made to ensure no gender was favoured. I appreciated the fact that 
there were at least two young female scientists allowed to attend the 
meeting with their infants (less than one month old), which highlighted 
inclusion. Furthermore, to have attended the Lindau Meeting has earned 
me increased respect as a female. For example, at the start of the year I 
was asked to address the matric learners at my old high school. I was 
introduced by a former teacher who read my profile, and she mentioned 
my attendance of the Lindau Meeting and I could immediately feel that I 
had the attention of the crowd. I received feedback from some of the 
female learners that they felt inspired as young women to reach their full 
potential, like I have. 

Meeting the Nobel Laureates was exciting. I had several favourites: Firstly, 
Ada Yonath (Chemistry 2009) encouraged me to not be afraid to move 
across different research fields and disciplines and to never get taken 
aback by any gender-based criticism. Secondly, Donna Strickland (Physics 
2018) showed me that it is possible to have a successful research career 
as well as family life. I felt inspired by her ability to explain her research 
in simple terms for anyone to understand. Thirdly, William D Phillips 
(Physics 1997) motivated me to never lose my passion for my research 
and to never stop striving to inspire others to love science. Lastly, Joachim 
Frank (Chemistry 2017) demonstrated the importance of staying humble and approachable no matter how successful 
you might be. The Nobel Laureates were accessible, and they were all willing to take photographs, give autographs or to 
answer any question that one might have. I learnt that Nobel Prize Laureates are normal human beings with immense 
vision, and therefore I must always foster vision in my research/academic journey. 

There were novel session formats at the meeting. I particularly enjoyed the Open Exchange sessions because in these 
sessions any question (including personal questions) could be asked of the Nobel Laureates. I also enjoyed the Science 

Walks. During my Science Walk with Joachim Frank 
(Chemistry 2017), I had the opportunity to explore 
beautiful Lindau, as well as to have a one-to-one talk 
with him. I was completely taken aback by his humble 
approach. The experience of having casual access to 
Nobel Laureates allows you to appreciate the moment, 
and you can only truly grasp how fortunate you are 
when you are back home and reflect on your trip. 

The Lindau Meeting offered me the opportunity to 
use every moment when a young scientist is close by 
to start a conversation by quickly introducing myself 
and my research, and thereafter asking about their 
research. Realising that the Nobel Laureates mostly 
won as a group of at least two researchers, significantly 
highlighted to me the importance of networking, 

especially with regards to young scientists who are easier to relate to and build professional relationships with. Between 
sessions and during breaks at the Lindau Meeting were opportunities for networking – talking and interacting with fellow 
young scientists.  

At the 2019 Lindau meeting South Africa hosted the International Day.  I enjoyed dressing in traditional South African 
clothing and appreciated the positive reaction of the Lindau attendees to the South African dancers, singers and food. 
It made me feel proudly South African. I think the South African organising team comprised of ASSAf and the DSI did an 
outstanding job to provide a true reflection of South Africa and its science on the International Day. ❍

Genevéve on her Science Walk with Nobel Laureate, 
Joachim Frank

I really appreciated we got a 
one-to-one exchange with a 

Nobel Laureate as well as the 
‘popular and latest one’, who 
was Donna Strickland. On a 

personal level it provided me 
with a chance to hear her life 

experiences, namely balancing 
a successful career as a female 
scientist while being a wife and 

mother. On a professional level it 
provided me with an opportunity 
to learn to successfully interact 
with a world-known researcher 
and communicate my research 

without feeling intimidated. 
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Hester M Schutte
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Blazars: polarization, multiwavelength emission

Institution at time of selection North-West University (NWU)

Education level at time of selection Masters

Current education level PhD candidate

Current position PhD student at NWU

The first time I heard about the Lindau Meeting was when my supervisor, world-renowned astrophysicist 
Prof Markus Böttcher, highly recommended that I apply. A pre-meeting arranged by ASSAf prepared and 
exposed us to science communication and informed us of what 
to expect, prior to our travel. We undertook a school outreach 
in Mamelodi, Pretoria to teach and learn from young learners, 
just as the Nobel Laureates taught and learnt from us. This was 
an amazing experience for me, as I was able to talk to learners 
in a way that they could understand. Sharing knowledge about 
science with them about astrophysical sources such as galaxies, 
stars and black holes, and seeing their amazement when they 
heard about these for the first time, reminded me of when I was 
introduced to these mysterious sources when I was young.

I have always been interested in the characteristics of Nobel Laureates 
and how they won Nobel Prizes. These are highly distinguished people in 
their field, who are making a difference in the world. I would like to be like them one day, even if it does not mean winning 
a Nobel Prize. What I learnt during the Lindau Meeting is that you should do something that interests you and that you 
think is important. 

Hester at the newly-built pier in Lindau, which honours all the Nobel Laureates who have attended the Lindau Meeting

 It was amazing that not only 
did young scientists learn from 

Nobel Laureates, but that Nobel 
Laureates were also interested in 

us and learning from us.
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I was given the opportunity to present my work at the Astrophysics Master 
Class of Nobel Laureate, Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011). Before the Master 
Class, the young scientists who were presenting had a workshop on how to 
present to a crowd with limited knowledge in the field. From this workshop, 
as well as through discussions with other young scientists, I learnt how to 
describe my work on their level of understanding, including the structure of 
delivering a good presentation. After my presentation, a few young scientists 
approached me as they were working in the same field. Their work was 
based on different perspectives, which provided me with ample opportunity 
to debate with other scientists about our research field.

I met amazing and inspiring young scientists, 
who are making a difference in the world with 
breakthrough science in pulsar timing and 
detecting cancer cells in advance, to name just 
a few. The wide variety of research areas is not 
something which I have found in my previous, 
more focussed conferences. It was exciting to 
learn about other scientists’ work. I still talk to 
a lot of friends I made at the Lindau Meeting. 

During the Meeting we also had many 
adventures, such as picnics beside a castle, 
dancing, dress-up dinner evenings and 
exploring Lindau and Mainau Island. More 
importantly, we got to enjoy the company 
and ideas of like-minded people. I was highly 
inspired by John C Mather (Physics 2006), with 
whom I had a Science Walk, and Adam Riess 
(Physics 2011), with whom I had lunch in the VIP 
Nobel Laureate lunch room. I was motivated 
by their strong ongoing work. This made me 
realise that even after winning the Nobel Prize, 
the most important thing is that the Nobel Prize 
should not change you (except in a good way). 
Mather mentioned that you should keep on 
working and keep on purposely contributing to 
humankind, and to me that also means feeding 
your interests and loving your work. 

At the beginning of the Lindau Meeting, I was 
confronted with the importance of theoretical, laser and gravitational waves physics. However, I also learnt the importance 
of my own work, i.e. comparing astrophysical source data to a theoretical model. A part of my data comes from the South 
African Large Telescope (SALT), during the Lindau Meeting, I realised how much opportunity there is in South Africa for 
astrophysics researchers. This is because we have a multitude of observatories in the southern hemisphere. 

I was very motivated after coming back from the Lindau Meeting to continue with my work, and to share with my fellow 
colleagues the lessons I learnt. ❍

Hester presenting her research during the Master Class

Hester with other young scientists and Brian Schmidt 
(Physics 2011)

What I found really enlightening 
during the Lindau Meeting 

was the importance of openly 
talking about ideas on a level 

that anyone could understand.



10

Itumeleng Monageng
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Understanding X-ray binary stars

Institution at time of selection University of Cape Town (UCT)/South African Astronomical 
Observatory (SAAO)

Education level at time of selection PhD 

Current education level PhD obtained

Current position Lecturer (UCT/SAAO)

I first heard about the Lindau Meeting through an email which 
was sent to members of my institute, SAAO. The outreach 
astronomer at SAAO got in contact with me and strongly 
encouraged me to apply. I also received moral support from 
my supervisors when I was preparing my application. The pre-
meeting organised by ASSAf was useful for me as it refined my 
presentation and communication skills. This was evident at the 
Lindau Meeting from the great interactions we had with other 
attendees. The Lindau Meeting was different when compared to 
other conferences. This is because even though I did not formally 
present my research, the informal settings were just as effective 
for ‘presenting’ my work via various discussions with young 
scientists that I had in between the sessions. 

Attending international conferences is important for learning as it provides a great opportunity to listen to different 
perspectives. It also provides an occasion to showcase your current and future work plans, and to share them with fellow 
researchers with different expertise. The Lindau Meeting enabled me to learn more about the area of research that I 
specialise in, as well as other topics that are outside of my research. It was a great platform to initiate discussions with 
other young researchers from different institutes, as well as with the Nobel Laureates. 

Itumeleng with fellow young scientists following the adage: ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy’.

 The Lindau Meeting was an 
unreal experience that any young, 

emerging scientist ought to 
experience. Not just for the details 

of the scientific content, but for 
inspiration to change the world, 

however big (or small) the impact 
of the change is! 
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I got the opportunity to network and share ideas with some of the 
attendees. This led to a new collaboration with one of the young 
scientists from the University of Southampton (United Kingdom). We 
realised there was an opportunity to combine efforts by using the access 
we had to our respective facilities, in order to gather data and analyse it. 
Our work is currently being written up into a paper to be submitted to 
a journal. We also formed a WhatsApp group with delegates from four 
countries, where we keep in touch with what is going on in our personal 
and professional lives. Although the balance of women in science was 
not good among the Nobel Laureates, there was a good representation 
of women in science among the young scientists. This was particularly 
good to see from representatives coming from developing countries.

My favourite Nobel Laureate was Dr John Mather (Physics 2006) who 
won the Nobel Prize for his work on the cosmic microwave background. 
He had good communication skills and was so easy to talk to. He also 
seemed to be very interested in what the young scientists were currently 
working on and continuously asked us our opinions on what the future 
holds for science. Meeting the Nobel Laureates and having conversations 
with them about various scientific topics, gave me inspiration because 
it was a reminder of why I chose to go into the field of science (physics, 
and astrophysics in particular). Very often, as young scientists, we get so 
caught up in the details of what we are doing that we forget the bigger 

picture. The Lindau Meeting was a reminder that although they have achieved some of the most prestigious awards, the 
Nobel Laureates are also regular people with relatable issues. 

The session I enjoyed the most at the Lindau Meeting was the Science Walk that we took with Prof John Mather (Physics 
2006). This was a good format to enhance communication, since it had an informal setting unlike a traditional lecture. 
Novel session formats for me were the academic partner events, science breakfasts and the science walks. One of 
the most memorable moments of 
the week for me, was the dinner 
event that South Africa hosted for 
the International Day. I was filled with 
pride to see the different flavours of 
all our cultures on display, and how 
people from different countries were 
impressed by the various aspects of 
South Africa – specifically the food, 
clothing and music. I also created 
incredible memories and friendships 
with some of the young scientists 
from various countries that were 
represented during that week.

I felt validated when I recognised the 
high standard of research that South 
Africa has undertaken. South Africa 
has its own unique socio-economic struggles that I am always so conscious of, but we have also shown how we can 
overcome some of these obstacles, and not only survive, but thrive. With a number of big astronomy projects such as the 
Square Kilometre Array (SKA) and the Southern African Large Telescope (SALT) hosted in South Africa, the standard of 
research will continue to improve. ❍

Itumeleng with a Nobel Laureate 

Young scientists gathered for the International Day hosted by South Africa
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Jake Gordin
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Cosmology, gravitation, topological defects

Institution at time of selection University of Cape Town (UCT)

Education level at time of selection Masters

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD researcher at the University of Oslo

There is an old saying that ‘people make the place’. This seems quite straightforward, but sometimes it does 
not feel this way until you consider what certain experiences would be without the specific people who were 
there. My experience at the Lindau Meeting reinforced it in ways I could not predict. I heard about the Lindau 
Meeting at UCT where I was completing my Masters. I was particularly happy to find out that a lot of other South 
Africans would be going with me. I already knew quite a few of the people who had been chosen because the 
astronomy community in South Africa is relatively small and I was excited to be going to Germany with them. 

Throughout the week at the Lindau Meeting, there were many talks to attend and many events to choose from. The best 
sessions were the two large panel discussions because both had exceptionally charismatic moderators, and the scientists 
on the panel knew how to speak with the audience, not at them. ‘Person 
more than the science’ was true for the Nobel Laureates themselves. 
Mingling with them is obviously the drawcard of the Lindau Meeting, but 
I was often dismayed when people would ask them ‘standard’ scientific 
questions. The depth of insight you could get from a Q&A session about the 
minutiae of physics is minimal at best. It was better to ask a good personal 
question, where you could delve a bit deeper into the experiences of the 
Nobel Laureate in question. 

I had the wonderful opportunity to have conversations in smaller groups 
with three Laureates: Prof John Mather (Physics 2006), Prof Ada Yonath 
(Chemistry 2009), and Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018). The reason 
why these conversations  were wonderful was because of discussions 
about non-science topics. In one such conversation, Prof John Mather told 
us an eye-opening story of an ex-housemate of his. His friend is also a 
Nobel Laureate, but the Nobel Prize took an enormous toll on his personal 
life. It was a reminder that, among all the praise mentioned about it (both 
before and during the week), the Nobel Prize is not just an honour that grants esteem, but it carries significant weight in 
the form of obligations. These are obligations that scientists almost always choose to place on themselves as a way of 
giving back to the community which honoured them. 

Prof Yonath held a handful of us captive for hours talking about her life. What I learnt from most of her anecdotes was 
her belief that science really ought to be undertaken primarily for the thrill of discovery.  Someone even asked her directly 
what the Nobel Prize meant, to which she responded ‘not much’, before smiling wryly. The session was momentarily 
interrupted when she took a break to greet the baby of one of the attendees. The baby was crying, and rather than letting 
the attendee feel embarrassed, she showed genuine concern in that moment. For her, having people such as the baby 
and the mother feel comfortable, was important. She was genuinely inspiring, and as such you wanted to be like her. 

The South African delegation had the chance to host Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) for dinner, and the natural 
question of women in science came up. That evening was certainly insightful because I got to listen to young female scientists 
speak to only the third ever female Physics Nobel Laureate. They got to talk about their lives, their experiences, what 

The Lindau Meeting was worth 
attending because of the people. 
If I was offered a chance to redo 

the week but without the people I 
knew and would meet, I probably 

would not attend. The Nobel 
Prize is awarded for science, but 
the Lindau Meeting earns a prize 

for being about the scientists. 
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they want to do, and how they feel, all with 
someone who was both as accomplished as 
one can be as a physicist, but also someone 
who knew precisely how to relate in a way 
that no other Nobel Laureate there really 
could. I was fortunate enough to be able to 
listen to them and I learnt much. 

I am grateful South Africa sent so many 
young scientists, and more importantly that 
we got to meet one another before leaving 
for Germany. Most countries did not have 
this pre-meeting. It meant we had a social 
base, and it gave all of us the confidence to 
branch out and adopt people from other 
countries into the South Africa ‘squad’. 
What I remember most from the Lindau 
Meeting was walking around with other 
scientists, talking about life in general, staying up late to have a midnight 
swim, and taking an afternoon off to get ice cream. Certainly, I remember 
fondly a lot more of this than of trying to get thirty seconds with a Nobel 
Laureate, or trying to find the one person who maybe/possibly/would like 
to do some science in the future. I am studying physics, and therefore 
I think it is valuable and interesting in its own right. I think being more 
career-minded has its value at times. However, even though the Lindau 
Meeting is deemed as the place to do these things, I think you should 
not squander the chance to do what matters more than anything else: 
making meaningful friendships. What I learnt from the Lindau Meeting 
is something that I already knew, but was affirmed:  people matter, and 
when you find good ones, appreciate them while they are around. ❍

I also asked Prof John Mather 
(Physics 2006), being one of the 

senior NASA scientists, whether he 
thought aliens are out there. You 
do not get to do that every day!

Young scientists on a Science Walk 

Jake with some of the young scientists
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Jan Louw
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Theoretical and statistical physics

Institution at time of selection  Stellenbosch University (SU)

Education level at time of selection Honours

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD Student at the University of Göttingen

I heard about the Lindau Meeting from Prof Kristian Müller-
Nedebock, the head of the Department of Physics at SU, who, 
together with my Masters supervisor, Prof Michael Kastner, 
encouraged me to apply. Since high school, I have been fascinated 
by physics and its history, and up until that point, the Nobel 
Laureates had been the heroes I had only ever read about. Meeting 
them was a surreal experience and I learnt a tremendous amount 
while in their presence. Furthermore, I met other enthusiastic 
young physicists from around the world and we are still friends 
to this day. 

The pre-meeting arranged by ASSAf was a great opportunity to meet 
the other South African young scientists who would be heading to 
Lindau with me, and to learn about their work. Throughout the 
experience, I discovered so much about topics I had never studied:  
galaxies, string theory, and experimental physics. 
  
What makes the Lindau Meeting different from other conferences, 
is that you are in the presence of Nobel Laureates, who essentially 
have celebrity status. They embody the quote, ‘if you cannot explain 
something in simple terms, you do not understand it’, since they 
clearly  have the ability to explain things in ways that anyone and 
everyone could understand. Take for example, my favourite Nobel 
Laureate at the Lindau Meeting, Prof Steven Chu (Physics 1997). 
He developed Doppler cooling, which uses quantum mechanics 
together with Einstein’s theory of relativity, to cool down atoms to 
near zero Kelvin. He also served as the Secretary of Energy, under 
former President Barack Obama’s administration. Sitting with him on the lawn, as he was telling us all kinds of stories, 
counts as one of my most memorable moments from the Lindau Meeting. I was also lucky enough to meet Nobel Laureate 
Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) at an academic dinner organised by ASSAf and it was really amazing. Getting the 
opportunity to talk to a Laureate about such high calibre work, is for most of us, a once-in-a-lifetime experience. 

It is impossible to choose a single great memory from the Lindau Meeting. Making new close friends, and bonding over 
the various wonders of physics really defined the Lindau Meeting for me. 

With regards to the programme, I enjoyed the lectures the most, since we were able to get into the thick of things. The 
panel discussions were also rewarding, with some of Laureates being more approachable than others.
 
I felt incredibly proud to be South African, as I discovered that South African research competes extremely well 
against the best in the world.We have come very far in the short time that we have been a democracy, and I see very  
little difference between the level of science taught in South Africa versus the rest of the world, at least at the  
university level. ❍
 

The Lindau Meeting experience 
is like meeting your favourite 

celebrity and learning new things 
from them that will benefit you in 

a multitude of ways.

Nobel Laureate Prof Steven Chu (Physics 1997) casually 
chatting with students
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Johannes Hendrik Erasmus (Hannes) Thiersen
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Blazar variability and emission

Institution at time of selection North-West University (NWU)

Education level at time of selection Masters student

Current education level PhD student

Current position PhD student

My supervisor at the time, Prof Markus Böttcher, told me about 
the 69th Lindau Meeting and advised me to apply.  The prestige 
of the event, and how special it is compared to a conventional 
conference struck me on the first day. In addition, my stay with 
a host family in Lindau was very memorable. I truly appreciated 
their hospitality and their interest in my language, country, 
and culture. They even provided me with a bicycle to commute 
between their home and the island where all the events took 
place. I used the opportunity to sightsee as I cycled to the Lindau 
Meeting, taking in everything as far as I could. 

The Lindau Meeting is distinct from other conferences as it is guaranteed 
to host the top scientists in the world from different disciplines – the Nobel 
Laureates. What makes the meeting unique and remarkable is that all the 
events are designed in a way that the young scientists and the Nobel 
Laureates can interact personally. This allowed for extensive networking. 
Networking is the most valuable aspect of any conference, and for this 
reason the Lindau Meeting was such a marvellous opportunity. 
    
High calibre international conferences serve as a great learning experience on how to ‘sell’ yourself and explain the 
research you do. At the Lindau Meeting, I developed a keen interest in the work of the young scientists that I met, even 
when it was scarcely related to my own field of study. I learnt that networking with other young scientists across different 

disciplines of science is very helpful. You can benefit from the expertise 
of other disciplines because the solutions to a problem from different 
disciplines might be applicable to a similar problem you face in your own 
work. It was also beneficial to try to find similarities in the strategies and 
techniques other young scientists have used in their work compared to 
what I had done in my work. 

Networking with the Nobel Laureates and other well-known scientists was 
a bit more daunting, but I realised, there is no need to be scared. It is the 
life experience and wisdom of the Nobel Laureates that are worth gold, 
even more so than the science. It was quite difficult to get a one-to-one 
conversation with the Nobel Laureates as they were often surrounded by 
many other young scientists. What worked for me, however, was to join 
the group and ask a question about a broad, deep topic related to the 
scientific community, a long-standing mystery in the field of science, or 
implications of a new discovery. In this way, I was able to spark an elaborate 
conversation in which everyone could participate. When I was lucky to get a 
one-to-one conversation, it was easier to cover more niche topics.

The most important thing I learnt 
at the Lindau Meeting was a new 
perspective of a career in science, 

the wonderful opportunities 
it can offer, and how vast the 

possibilities are. I gained a clearer 
view of the bigger picture, which 
in some respects improved my 
focus in what I do. I now greatly 

appreciate the story that science 
tells us of the wonders of nature 
itself and the laws that govern it. 

With a fellow young scientist 
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Three specific Nobel Laureates stood out for me. Firstly, attending Prof 
Rainer Weiss’s (Physics 2017), informal open exchange session titled: 
‘Ask Me Anything’, was a highlight. He shared his life story and his career 
trajectory from when it started up to the development of the Laser 
Interferometer Gravitational-wave Observatory (LIGO) experiment. 
Dr William Phillips (Physics 1997) and Prof Wolfgang Ketterle (Physics 
2001) were also favourite Nobel Laureates for me. They were on a panel 
discussing ‘Student, Postdoc, and Then? – Aiming for a Career in Science’. 
This topic was especially pertinent to me. I was fortunate to have my 
question directed to the panel. Both Nobel Laureates gave me food for 
thought regarding asking the right questions, and about fuelling one’s 
curiosity in your work. I also had the chance to speak to both in more 
detail after the panel. 

I enjoyed the Open Exchange, Agora Talks, and panel discussions the 
most because during the more informal sessions I got to learn about 
what goes on in the Nobel Laureates’ minds. These sessions were also 
where life lessons and wisdom were shared, rather than pure science 
only. I found that the debates in these sessions were more meaningful 
since attendees were able to better contribute to the discussion. As 
already noted, Prof Rainer Weiss’s Open Exchange session was one of 
my best experiences of the Lindau Meeting because I enjoyed the way he 
answered questions. With each question posed to him, he first explained the background leading up to the question to 
ensure everyone was up to speed, and he did so in in such an interesting way that by the time he explained the answer 
he had everyone’s attention. He weaved his personal experiences and life stories into some of his discussions as well, 
which gave greater credence to his explanations. 

One of the stories he told us was how he met Albert Einstein indirectly through one of his colleagues. This colleague 
asked Prof Weiss to explain to him how atomic clocks operated, which was strange since this was not relevant to his 
colleague’s field of expertise. This colleague then went to Einstein shortly afterwards to tell him how these clocks work. 

The second story was about his reaction to 
the call he got from the Nobel Prize officials 
to inform him that he had been awarded the 
Prize. His first thought was that his friends 
were pranking him, and he did not take it 
seriously. Although, in his defence, the call 
was made in the middle of the night. 

What makes the Lindau Meeting so special is 
that Nobel Laureates also approach young 
scientists. Sometimes Nobel Laureates 
are portrayed as colossal, inaccessible 
personalities of the world, as if they are 
not normal people. However,  they are 
just ordinary people with extraordinary 
achievements. We are all working together 
to uncover the wonders of nature and 
explain its mysteries. When I explain what 
attending the Lindau Meeting was like to 

people I ask them to imagine a fantasy where all their heroes and heroines they have not yet heard of have decided to 
host a big event. At this event they want to share their knowledge and expertise and inspire upcoming hero(in)es to carry 
on their work. Through conversation, participants learn the knowledge and expertise shared by the hero(in)es. This puts 
you one step closer to becoming a hero/heroine yourself and inspires you to dream even bigger than before. ❍

With other young scientists and a Nobel Laureate after a session

Meeting some of the brightest 
young minds in the world at the 
Lindau Meeting was one of the 

most inspiring experiences I have 
had. You get to experience a lot 
of the ambition and aspiration 
in other young scientists, which 

triggers more excitement in your 
own work. This helps you to re-

evaluate your own ambitions and 
aspirations to dream even bigger. 
Through these experiences, you 
will ultimately want to strive for 

higher standards no matter  
the system. 
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Julia Healy
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Evolution of gas in galaxies

Institution at time of selection University of Cape Town(UCT)/University of Groningen

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD candidate at University of Groningen & UCT

The Lindau Meeting was unlike anything I have ever experienced. I found out about the 2019 Lindau Meeting 
from one of the 2016 Alumni who encouraged me to apply, as South Africa would be hosting the International 
Day. I remember walking into the entrance hall of the Inselhalle to get my registration package, and I was 

nervous about what lay ahead. I was initially nervous, but because 
of our pre-meeting two months before the conference, I knew I had 
friends amongst the South African group. One of my top highlights 
from the conference was the friendships I made, both within the 
South African delegation but also with young scientists from  other 
countries.
 
There was so much packed into the five-day programme. Meeting the 
Nobel Laureates and listening to them talk about their individual journeys 
that led to their awards was highly memorable. Moreover, the chance to 
chat to some of the Nobel Laureates in a less formal setting, such as over 

a meal, was even more special. On the Tuesday night, ASSAf had arranged an academic dinner for the South African 
young scientists with Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) and her husband. As a woman in science, I was especially 
excited to meet Prof Strickland, who was really warm and friendly. She was also willing to answer our questions about life, 
as well as some of the challenges of being an academic. Later in the week, I also had lunch with Prof Brian Schmidt 
(Physics 2011). These opportunities to meet informally with the Nobel Laureates were a lot  more engaging and inspiring 
than listening to their lectures, which were nevertheless very  interesting as well.

This conference was the first I attended 
without having my supervisors around 
to make introductions to senior people 
in our field. I was therefore unsure 
what it would be like to interact with 
the Nobel Laureates. However, unlike 
other conferences I have been to 
where the senior scientists congregate 
with one other, at the Lindau Meeting, 
they were mingling with the young 
scientists. Through exchanges like 
this, I learnt about the importance of 
being able to talk about your science 
with a non-expert audience, and to 
put yourself out there in order to 
take up opportunities when they are 
offered. At the academic dinner with Prof Strickland

 Thank you to the DSI and ASSAf 
for making it possible for me to 

attend the 2019 Lindau Meeting. 
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As a radio astronomer, I am well aware that the science and engineering 
that comes from South Africa is world-class. This was apparent as the 
conference week started with an incredible display of science and culture 
from South Africa, who hosted the International Day. We got to showcase 
our formidable scientific projects in the morning at the Partner Breakfast, 
and later shared some of the music, dance and food which make our 
country so great. To see everyone around us dancing and enjoying 
themselves, reminded me that South Africa has so much to offer the 
world and I have never been so proud to fly the South African flag high.

I headed home a much richer person. I had made some new friends 
and had a newfound confidence and happiness in my work. It was 
encouraging to hear multiple reminders to enjoy what we do, and that 
90 per cent of what it takes to win a Nobel Prize is luck. This means 
that anything is possible. I also learnt the importance of being able to 
properly communicate to a non-expert audience: there is always a way to get your science across without compromising 
the message. ❍

 One of the most powerful lessons 
I took away from my meeting with 
Prof Strickland, is that you need 
to love what you do. If you enjoy 
your work and work hard, things 
will fall into place, and this shows 

in your interactions with your 
science, and the people you meet. 

Julia with Prof Schmidt and other young scientists 
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Justin Arthur Harrison
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Ultrafast laser spectroscopy

Institution at time of selection University of Pretoria (UP)

Education level at time of selection Masters

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD Candidate at the  Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research (CSIR) National Laser Centre (NLC)

The first time I heard about the Lindau Meeting was during a colloquium at UP in 2018. At the time, Nobel 
Laureate Prof Donna Strickland had just been awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics for her contribution to 
the field of ultrafast laser technology. Prof Strickland’s achievements had a direct influence on me, because 
the laser system I was using in my Masters research was based on discoveries she had made in 1985. This 
was the first motivating factor that led me to apply to the Lindau 
Meeting, while the beautiful island-town of Lindau was the second. 
My supervisor, Prof Tjaart Kruger, and Head of Department and 
Prof Chris Theron, both from UP, assisted with recommendation 
letters that affirmed that I was a deserving candidate. 

The pre-meeting that ASSAf arranged was helpful and it gave us all 
a chance to break the ice and to participate in the science outreach 
programme, at the Mamelodi library. This was very special because it was 
where I started my academic career – at the UP’s Mamelodi campus – as 
a first-year student in the extended BSc, because I needed to improve my 
maths and science marks. The extended BSc gave me an opportunity to 
better myself, and through hard work and determination I am now a PhD 
candidate at the CSIR NLC, working on high-power laser manufacturing 
technologies. The science outreach programme was a chance for me to 
give back to the community that gave me an opportunity when I needed it.

As my first international conference, the Lindau Meeting was quite an 
experience, and has certainly enhanced my career. It was really surprising 
to see students and Nobel Laureates interact in such a social and engaging 
environment. 

The Meeting was a unique opportunity for bright young minds from across the globe to congregate and to discuss current 
topics in the fields of cosmology and laser physics. Although I was mainly interested in laser research, I also have a solid 
background in observational astronomy, from previous work done on a third-year project, with astronomer Dr Henry 
Throop. My broad background allowed me to engage and have interesting discussions with many people, in research 
areas completely different from my own. Experiences like these also introduced me to new and current topics in physics, 
which is vital in shaping the thoughts of a young scientist, and keeping our ideas relevant and in line with global advances. 

As far as South African research goes, I can confidently say that we are right up there with the best of the best. We might 
not have as much funding or resourcing as other countries, but we have learnt to work with what we have, and that is 
what makes South Africans excellent scientists. Our adversity is our advantage.

It was inspiring to see young people from across the world discuss their ideas freely, in an environment that was respectful 
to the agenda of uplifting women in science as well. This is something I consider very important. There was a fair and equal 

The concept of the Lindau 
Meeting aligns with the ideology 

of the great Alexander von 
Humboldt, who believed that we 
should protect and uphold the 
scientific method. The Lindau 

Meeting provides space for the 
brightest young scientists from 
around the world, who share a 
common love and passion for 
science, to congregate engage, 
inspire and generate new ideas 

to take away and share with 
peers and other scholars.
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number of women in attendance, and it was really great to 
see these women in science deservedly getting attention 
for their research, and hopefully soon being awarded 
a Nobel Prize. Nobel Laureate Prof Donna Strickland’s 
(Physics 2018) important work enabled and inspired 
many new research fields and technologies. Without her 
discovery, the topic of my thesis for my Masters and even 
the laser I used in my experiment would not have existed. 
ASSAf arranged an academic dinner with Prof Strickland 
and the South African students. The other students let 
me sit right across from her. We spoke a little about my 
Masters research and I asked her for some technical 
advice on the femtosecond laser in our laboratory, similar 
to the one for which she won the Prize.  I am very grateful 
to ASSAf for arranging such a special event. 

The Lindau Meeting featured a vast selection of pro-
gramme activities. I went to a few Master Classes, and 
I found the interaction between the students and the 
Nobel Laureates very easygoing and informative. The 
young scientists had the opportunity to guide the 
dialogue through questions, and so I learnt a lot. I found 
the Poster Presentations particularly useful as a good way for young scientists to quickly recognise familiar research. 
For example,  I became aware of transient absorption data figures at one of the Poster Presentations, which led me to a 
brilliant young scientist, Isinsu Baylam (she also holds a position of Optical Society of America (OSA) Ambassador and is a 
brilliant young woman in science) who shared the same research questions and experimental setup as me. We went on 
to exchange contact details. I have since changed research groups, but I left her details with my supervisor for potential 
collaborative work. 

When I was preparing to attend the Lindau Meeting, I found a book titled Black Hole Blues and Other Songs from Outer 
Space (Janna Levin), which I had forgotten about. The book is written as a sort of biography and details the life of young 

Nobel Laureate, Prof Rainer Weiss (Physics 2017). I found the book 
and his scientific genius inspiring, and his story really stimulated my 
thoughts during the flight to Germany. Interestingly, at the time the 
book was published he had not yet won the Nobel Prize, and so it was 
only once I had already arrived in Lindau that I saw the name Rainer 
Weiss on the schedule for Nobel Laureate talks later that week. I 
started carrying my copy of the book everywhere, so that if I saw 
him I could hopefully get his autograph. On the day of his scheduled 
talk, I approached him, nervously introduced myself and told him 
that I had just read the book and that I thought it was fascinating. He 
seemed very surprised. I asked him to elaborate on some details in 
the book, and we conversed about many things, including the future 
of the LIGO. Before leaving, he wrote an inscription in my book, 
ensuring that this genuine encounter – just two men of science 
having an interesting conversation – has left an indelible mark.

One of the highlights of the Lindau Meeting was the spectacular 
dinner hosted by South Africa as hosts for the 2019 International 
Day. The traditional dancers had everyone dancing to the African 
beat. We ate traditional food, and I enjoyed explaining to everyone 
at my table the story behind each of the courses that was being 
served. After dinner, the entertainment by Nomfusi, a South African 
musician, stole the show, and got everyone into the South African 
spirit of having a ‘lekker’ time. ❍

Justin Harrison (right) with new friends, Jinsu (back), 
Yaaseen (left) and Jan (front) 

Nobel Laureate Rainer Weiss (Physics 2017) took 
time out for an autograph
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Katekani Shingange
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Nanomaterials for gas sensors

Institution at time of selection University of the Free State

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD Physics

Current position Postdoctoral researcher at CSIR

I expressed to my supervisor, Prof Gugu Mhlongo, my interest in attending an international conference. She 
forwarded me the application form. Following further research I decided to apply. The pre-meeting organised 
by ASSAf was helpful as I met some of the South African Lindau Alumni, and their feedback reignited my 
eagerness to attend the Lindau Meeting. 

We received training on science communication and undertook a 
science outreach session in Mamelodi, which was exciting as I interacted 
with young learners and shared my experiences. I learnt about their 
experiences at school, and their attitudes towards science. They were 
motivated, which gave me great satisfaction as one of my goals is to 
communicate science messages with the aim of engaging and inspiring 
others to pursue science.

At the Lindau Meeting, the interactions I had with some of the young 
scientists made me realise that science is a common global language, and 
it was very exciting to connect with my peers and the Nobel Laureates. 
I learnt  that global research is similar to what we do in South Africa. 
It was truly motivating to witness science unifying people from different 
backgrounds and nations. It proved motivating to see a good balance of 
young female scientists at the Lindau Meeting, when it is known that the 
number of female scientists is relatively low. Witnessing the passion and 
determination of these young women, it occurred to me that we still have 
to inspire young girls to pursue careers in science, and so I involve myself 
in science outreach activities where I mentor and inspire young girls to 
pursue careers in this field.

A number of my favourite Nobel Laureates were in attendance, including 
Sir Konstantin Novoselov (Physics 2010), whose work focusses on 
graphene. I admire his work on 2D materials, and his talk, ‘Materials of 
the Future’, strengthened my belief that I am in the right field of material 
sciences, as most of our technologies rely on this. The second Laureate 
that I admire is Prof Wolfgang Ketterle (Physics 2001), with whom I had 
a one-to-one conversation about life after a PhD. He gave me very good 
advice, and mentioned that I should always look out for my own career 
interests and be persistent in pursuing them. The third Laureate who I 
really liked was Prof William D Phillips (Physics 1997), who was kind and 
approachable. In his keynote address, Prof Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011) reassured me that the work I am doing matters. 
He stated that we are completely interdependent, and although it is easy to feel isolated in our research, and feel our 
little piece does not matter, more often than not, it does, or it will, but in ways we cannot predict. He went on to say that 
this is not just through academic journals, but it can manifest in all sorts of unexpected ways.

The Lindau Meeting is 
highly ranked and being a 

Lindau Alumni is a positive boost 
for your career in science. This 
is because there is a rigorous 

selection process.

Selfie with Prof William D Phillips 
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I also enjoyed the student exchange sessions as they provided a platform for young scientists to ask questions. 
These informative sessions also allowed us to get to know the Nobel Laureates better through their life and research 
journey stories.

I took delight in the Science Walks and during my walk with Prof John Michael Kosterlitz (Physics 2016), asked him how he 
feels about communicating science, especially to the non-scientific community. He told me it is challenging, but we have 
to keep working on it so we can improve. In turn, Prof Kosterlitz asked me about my research, and the various types of 
research that we do in South Africa. I was so excited to see the interest demonstrated in me and my country. 

Furthermore, I found the panel discussions encouraging, and of particular personal interest was the one titled ‘Student, 
Postdoc and Then? Aiming for a Career in Science’. This discussion made me aware that I am the driver of my own career 
and I should take this into consideration when planning it. I learnt that it is okay to fail, the value of perseverance, and 
knowing when to quit. 

The South African young scientists had an academic dinner with Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018), one of the few 
female Nobel Laureates. It was really inspirational and encouraging. I also looked forward to the interactions with 
my wonderful host family, Diana and Stephan Förbs. Even though the programme ended late on most days, they still 

made time to engage with me and share 
their culture. The interesting part is that we 
discussed science as well. I took walks with 
them, as they showed me around the Lindau 
island. I felt very much at home with them, 
was overwhelmed by their hospitality and still 
keep in contact to date. 

I got the opportunity to be part of a select 
group of young scientists who were selected 
to attend the Max Planck post-event, hosted 
by the Max Planck Society, after the Lindau 
Meeting. The first two days were spent in 
Munich at the head office, and the other two, 
on a research visit to a Max Planck institute 
of our choice. I chose to visit the Max-
Planck-Institut für Eisenforschung GmbH, 

Düsseldorf as I felt their research-based activities were aligned with my interests. Even though the visit was short, all 
the activities planned for the two days were valuable. I met researchers from different groups and I also gave an oral 
presentation on my PhD work. I toured their laboratories and I was impressed by their advanced facilities. Most of the 
characterisation techniques, such as X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy, scanning electron microscopy and transmission 
electron microscopy are very similar to the techniques we use in South Africa. 

South Africa’s involvement in international projects such as SKA and MeerKAT demonstrates how scientifically active our 
country is.  Since these projects are collaborative, it is an indication that science can bring together nations to jointly 
address globally relevant scientific questions and challenges. 

The International Day in 2019, hosted by South Africa, started with a Partner Breakfast meeting. There was a panel 
discussion on ‘Global Science in Reaching for the Stars’, where the discussion centred on the Fourth Industrial Revolution  
and its advances in technology, and how it transforms the way society lives, works and interacts. This was a thought-
provoking discussion, which touched on science diplomacy and the need to provide young scientists and researchers 
with the necessary skills to be able to address global challenges. It also presented the need to have young scientists and 
researchers take the lead in novel scientific developments and technological innovations.

 The Lindau Meeting can be summed up as an attitude changing experience. ❍

On a Science Walk with a Nobel Laureate and fellow young scientists
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Kimeel Sooknunan
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Data science applications to astronomy

Institution at time of selection University of Cape Town (UCT)

Education level at time of selection Masters

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD student at Imperial College London

I found out about the Lindau Meeting at a seminar that was held by 
the Physics Department at UCT. A South African Lindau Alumnus 
came to speak about his experience, which was enlightening. 
Attending the Lindau Meeting suddenly seemed like an attractive 
prospect. 

International conferences are important to a young scientist’s career 
and attending the Lindau Meeting is essentially like going to many high 
calibre international conferences at once. No other conference in the 
world features as much diversity, with approximately 100 countries 
represented, and certainly no other conference boasts a gathering of this 
many Nobel Laureates.
 
I expected to network with people from different places, but what I did not expect was that I would form strong bonds 
with my fellow South Africans. I realised that we do not have that many opportunities to interact with young researchers 
from other South African institutions. 

The smaller gatherings at the Lindau Meeting, such as the lunches and Science Walks with a Nobel Laureate, were the 
most beneficial activities. Fewer people attended these, and we had the opportunity to interact with the Nobel Laureates 
on a more personal level. We got to know them better as people, and not just as world-renowned researchers. I learnt 
that you do not have to be exceptionally gifted to produce cutting-edge science. You do not even need to be the greatest 
scientist all the time consistently, in order to achieve something great. My favourite Nobel Laureate was Prof John Mather 
(Physics 2006). He was part of the team that created the COBE telescope in 1989 and now leads the team at NASA 
that is in charge of launching the new 
James Webb Space Telescope. I have 
always been interested in the interplay 
between cutting-edge engineering and 
science, so getting to meet a Nobel 
Laureate who has done both was a real 
pleasure.

South Africa hosted the International 
Day in 2019, and so we had the 
opportunity to show off our science 
and culture. I think ASSAf and DSI did 
an excellent job of showcasing what we 
can achieve. They hosted discussions 
during the day and showed that South 
Africa is doing world-class science with 
state-of-the-art instruments, such as 

Getting to attend the Lindau 
Meeting was a remarkable 

opportunity, filled with amazing 
experiences and friendships 

which I will cherish for the rest of 
my life.

Kimeel with fellow young scientists 
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the MeerKAT and SKA telescopes. The day ended with a dinner featuring 
authentic South African food and wine, while the guests were entertained 
by a South African band. 

Along with a fellow South African, Tanita Ramburuth-Hurt, I attended a 
post-Lindau Meeting event hosted by the Max Planck Institute. We went 
to Munich where we learnt about the Institute and its various campuses 
around Germany, and then travelled to the Max Planck Institute for Radio 
Astronomy (MPIfR), in Bonn. At over 50m tall and 100m in diameter, the 
MPIfR is home to one of the largest single-dish radio telescopes in the 
world. The Director of the MPIfR gave us a VIP tour of the telescope which 
included the opportunity to climb to the top and see it from the inside. 
We also met some of the MPlfR young scientists, who introduced us to 
their exciting work. ❍

Kimeel with fellow South African young scientists Kimeel and Tanita at the Max Planck Institute for
Radio Astronomy

I was unsure how my South 
African education would hold up 
against the rest of the world, but 
throughout the experience I was 
pleasantly surprised by the fact 

that South Africa’s young scientists 
excel on the world stage.



25

Michael Sarkis
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Dark matter, astroparticle physics

Institution at time of selection University of the Witwatersrand (Wits)

Education level at time of selection BSc (Hons) 

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD candidate at Wits

I first received communication regarding the 69th Lindau 
Meeting via an email distributed to my faculty at Wits. Interested,  
I attended a pre-meeting organised by some South African Lindau 
Alumni, fellow Wits researcher Dr Francis Otieno, and hosted 
by Edith Shikumo, Young Scientist Liaison Officer at ASSAf.  
I decided to apply. I was elated when my attendance at the 2019 
Lindau Meeting was confirmed.

The South African delegation made its presence felt throughout the 
Lindau Meeting, and even more so during the International Day, which 
we hosted. Each attendee dressed in traditional South African attire 
for the formal dinner, which was preceded by a music and dance 
performance by a South African group called Marimboz. The entire 
evening was dedicated to showcasing South African science and culture, 
with speeches from ASSAf and DSI delegates, followed by traditional food 
and wine. The South African delegates handled the social attention really well, and this was likely aided by the pre-
meeting held by ASSAf before we travelled to Lindau. The pre-meeting encouraged social participation and helped with 
the communication of our own scientific work during the Lindau Meeting, where several students also presented their 
work in the informal sessions. All the South African delegates also attended a brilliant talk given by fellow South African 
young scientist – Hester Schutte from North-West University, during Prof Brian Schmidt’s (Physics 2011) Master Class. 
Our delegation had the privilege of attending a special event, an academic dinner hosted by ASSAf with one of the most 
popular Nobel Laureates, Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018). This not only gave us young scientists an exclusive chance 

to converse with a true heroine of physics in a more 
relaxed environment, but also exposed her to some 
of our culture and hospitality. 

I managed to fill my time having interesting con-
versations with students like me, from all over the 
world. There were many conversations that were not 
centred on science or physics, and I learnt a lot from 
hearing stories about the social and humanitarian 
aspects of the various students’ lives. 

After the Lindau Meeting I attended an astrophysics 
summer school in Amsterdam where I met Phan 
Võ Hồng Minh, a student from Vietnam who had 
also attended the Lindau Meeting, and with whom I 
enjoyed several conversations about our experiences.  

One thing I learnt during the Lindau Meeting, and which I probably did not expect before attending, was that the Nobel 
Laureates have noticeably different personalities and outlooks on science. I found it really interesting that many of them 

Traditional polonaise dancing during the International Day dinner 
event hosted by South Africa

The role of ASSAf and the 
DSI in my attendance of the 
Lindau Meeting should not 

be understated. Without their 
financial support and logistical 
organisation, many of my peers 
and I, would not have been able 

to attend.
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confessed to have been completely surprised by their award. During the Science Walk with Prof Takaaki Kajita (Physics 
2015), I learnt that he was sometimes too busy to do his own research because of the bureaucracy associated with the 
Nobel Prize. Significantly, he wished he could sometimes forget about the award and do new research. 

Certain events and interactions stood out for me at the Lindau Meeting. 
In terms of the lectures and Agora Talks, my favourite was presented 
by Prof Carl Wieman (Physics 2001), who spoke about taking a scientific 
approach to teaching and learning. I have a passion for education, and 
there is a lot of progress that we can still make in terms of effective 
education. I found this lecture fascinating and important. Other inspiring 
lectures were the Keynote Address given by Profs Brian Schmidt (Physics 
2011), and the lecture on the future of fundamental physics by David 
Gross (Physics 2004). 

An alternative cultural event, which I found engrossing, was the intimate 
`Voyager III – A Musical Journey Through Interstellar Space’. Together with 
German musicians, Prof John Mather (Physics 2006) presented material 
that would suit the voyage of another interstellar probe. This event really 

gave us a glimpse into the Laureate’s character. Because of my own research, I also enjoyed the panel discussion that 
centred around ‘The Dark Side of the Universe’. And, although not a Physics Prize winner, the speech by Tawwakol 
Karman (Peace Prize 2011) also deserves credit for being inspirational and one I will never forget.

Some of my most noteworthy personal interactions with the Nobel Laureates occurred on the final day, during the trip to 
Mainau Island. During the boat ride, Prof Martin Hellman (Heidelberg Laureate and recipient of the 2015 ACM A.M. Turing 
Award) approached our table and unexpectedly tapped me on the shoulder, introduced himself and initiated a casual 
conversation. My discussion with Prof Bill Phillips (Physics 1997) about the principles and legitimacy of the Nobel Prize, 
over dinner, was memorable and is another example 
of an interaction that has had a profound impact on my 
outlook on science, and indeed life in general.  

In terms of #WomenInScience, progress still needs to 
be made before we reach an ideal environment. The 
number of male students in attendance was higher 
than that of female students, and even more so for 
the Nobel Laureates. However, this is an issue that has 
garnered attention, and has the potential to be solved. 
There were several mentions at the Meeting, including 
in official Lindau Meeting documentation, of a drive by 
the committee to reduce the gender gap of attending 
students, and a panel discussion in which some of 
these issues were addressed. Much of the discourse 
surrounding this topic was initiated by the young scientists who attended the Lindau Meeting, and a `diversity in STEM’ 
movement spearheaded by two young scientists, Niamh Kavanagh from Tyndall National Institute in Ireland and Maria 
Żureck from Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory in the USA. It is also worth noting that the selection of students 
endorsed by ASSAf and DSI, had a far more representative mix of men and women than is typical with these events, which 
is commendable and helps to change the problems of the past.  

The impacts of this meeting last a lifetime. After discussions with the Nobel Laureates, in particular Profs John Mather 
(Physics 2006) and Adam Riess (Physics 2011), I found a fresh appreciation for the quality of research I was doing. 
Only the best research, carried out in meticulous fashion, will lead to great results that can change the world. This was 
encapsulated by Prof Schmidt when he said that he and his team had ‘double, triple-checked [their] work, made sure 
[they] had not made any silly mistakes’ in their work on distant supernovae that show us the accelerating nature of the 
universe’s expansion. I also found renewed motivation to learn about the fundamentals of my research, to answer the 
question, ‘why?’ Why was this system behaving the way it did? Why did the results not make sense? Why do we not yet 
know everything there is to know about the universe? These questions, and the search for their solutions, will continue 
to motivate me to invest time and energy in my own research. ❍

Conversations with Nobel Laureate Prof George Smoot and 
Tanita on the way to Mainau Island 

These connections with students 
from other countries would not 
have been feasible without this 
amazing meeting place, and the 

positive social aspects the Lindau 
Meeting brings to a scientific and 

academic career.
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Nicole Thomas
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation AGN in Cosmological Simulations

Institution at time of selection University of the Western Cape/ South African Radio 
Astronomy Observatory (SARAO)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD

Current position SARAO doctoral candidate

I first heard about the Lindau Meeting from an email from ASSAf. I eventually completed and submitted 
the application, and some months later I received an email from ASSAf indicating that my application 
had been accepted and nominated for consideration by the Scientific Review Panel of the Council for the 
Lindau Meetings. I was surprised and excited at the consideration. I received an email three months later, 
congratulating me. What made it even better for me, was finding out that a number of academics I had 
studied with, who were at different institutions or working on different things, had also been selected  
to attend. 

International conferences and meetings are important for 
sharing your science. They provide a platform for you to 
argue why others should regard your science as important 
and relevant, as you do. They will not only potentially improve 
your reputation and be useful if and when looking for work 
abroad, but you will also be the sought-after researcher 
or collaborator when others want to do similar work. It 
is therefore necessary to be prepared, especially when 
attending such a prestigious event. 

Excitement and enthusiasm among the 600 young scientists 
at the Lindau Meeting were palpable as we sat in the hall 
awaiting the official welcome on the first day. After the 
welcome, we were treated to a beautiful concert by an 
ensemble of the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra and 
thereafter enjoyed dinner, where I was able to get to know 
some of the other delegates, and to catch up with some of 
the attendees I already knew. 

Every year a different country hosts an international get-
together, and 2019 was South Africa’s turn. We started with a 
breakfast, where we were able to converse with other young scientists and Nobel Laureates. One of the things I appreciated 
most about the Lindau Meeting: how the programme design takes you out of the formal setting when meeting someone 
of high prestige, and creates an environment of normalcy. After breakfast some South African scientists, together with 
Nobel Laureate Prof Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011), hosted a panel to discuss the ongoing physics-related projects in our 
country, particularly the SKA, which is a project in which I am deeply invested. It will unravel a plethora of information 
about our universe. 

I attended a lecture by Nobel Laureate Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) which focussed on her work in creating high 
intensity lasers. A particular Laureate that I was not familiar with prior to the Lindau Meeting, but who had caught my 
attention on the first day of talks, was Prof Ada E Yonath. She won the 2009 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for her study of 

Nicole with Peter Boorman (delegate) and Nobel Laureate 
Klaus von Klitzing, after an Open Exchange session
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the structure and function of the ribosome. While I did not know much 
about her research, or about the ribosome, what made Prof Yonath so 
intriguing was her character, and her story. She is a strong-willed woman 
who allowed nothing to stand in the way of the work she wanted to do 
and the science that sparked her curiosity. At the same time, she is also 
a gentle grandmother who is proud and loving. 

At the end of the first evening, ASSAf and DSI hosted a proudly South 
African dinner, and we dressed up in traditional clothing – we looked 
incredible.  The evening began with a traditional musical performance 
by Marimboz, where attendees were treated to song and dance in the 
foyer. We proceeded into the hall for a traditional dinner and more song 
and dance. It was an amazing sight, with the dance floor jam-packed with 
young scientists and even a few Laureates. 

The rest of the week was a combination of talks, Open 
Exchanges with the day’s speakers, as well as panel discussions, 
which I enjoyed the most. These were opportunities for 
panellists, Nobel Laureates and delegates to discuss a variety 
of topics. In addition, the panel members were open to 
questions from the audience, which resulted in interesting 
inquiries and points being raised. I found myself excited 
to talk about my research and learn about other young 
scientists’ research, to such an extent that I had an epiphany 
about how important it is to talk to your peers. I was able to 
come up with a project with a fellow young scientist from the 
University of Southampton in the UK during at the Meeting.  

The opportunities to approach a Nobel Laureate were 
plentiful; however with 40 Laureates and 600 young scientists 
in one place, the Laureates were often bombarded. I realised 
that although fame and attention come with the territory, the 
Laureates are human at the end of the day. 

I attended a few Open Exchanges and conversed with one or 
two Laureates in passing. On the last day of talks, the Lindau 
Meeting hosted a Bavarian evening where we celebrated one other’s cultures and traditions. Most attendees came 
dressed in their traditional attire, and considering we had had the South African evening earlier in the week, I was lucky 
to have my Springbok t-shirt on hand. 

On the last official day, we were treated to a boat trip to the island of Mainau, where we concluded the week’s activities. 
On the trip to Mainau, representatives from universities in and around Germany had placed themselves on the boat, to 
enlighten us about some of the state-of-the-art research being done at their institutions. We also had the opportunity to 
talk more informally with some of the Laureates, and upon reaching the island, attended an interesting panel discussion 
on how science can change the world for the better, a topic driving the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and beyond. 

Leaving the Lindau Meeting was bittersweet. I had met so many brilliant people, some that I have seen since, some that 
I still keep in contact with, and some that I still hope to see again in the future. I gained lifelong friends and an incredible 
story to tell. ❍

At first, the thought of being 
surrounded by some of the 
brightest young minds and 

Nobel Laureates was incredibly 
intimidating; however, once I 
started networking with other 
young scientists, I noticed how 

interesting and often similar our 
research is.

Enjoying a beer at the Bavarian evening 
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Sinenhlanhla Sikhosana 
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Astrophysics and cosmology

Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal 

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD candidate (third-year)

Current position Full-time student

I heard about the Lindau Meeting through my supervisor, whose 
former students had applied and been selected to participate. I 
decided to do the same because it sounded like a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience, with the networking opportunities significantly able 
to impact my academic career. The outreach activity organised by 
ASSAf that we undertook before the Lindau Meeting was heart-
warming, as it echoed activities in which I am already involved. 
Engaging with the young learners showed me South Africa’s 
potential; with the right tools our science community has a bright 
future.

Receiving positive feedback whenever I have presented my work at 
international conferences has been a massive boost and made me aware 
that South African research is of a global standard. At these conferences, 
I have met renowned researchers who are now my collaborators. 
Thus, when searching for a postdoctoral opportunity, I already had 
various institutions that wanted me to be part of their research groups. 
The Lindau Meeting is like this, but offers even more; I got to meet 
the pioneers of physics.  I also met the most accomplished of young 
scientists from across the globe. An enthusiastic young astronomer came 
up with the idea of creating a Google group to connect all of us in the 
same field, which gave us the chance to meet and discuss our various 
research topics and interests. It was through these engagements that I 
met Neha Sharma, a young scientist based in India, who is a part of our 
collaboration. We talked about various research methodologies that could 
improve our current project. A major highlight was meeting Nonkululeko 
Radebe, a South African student studying towards her PhD in Germany.  
We bonded instantly over educational initiatives that we could work on 
in South Africa, to assist the acceleration of demographic transformation 
in the science field. 

Networking is essential for young scientists who seek growth in their 
respective research fields. Nobel Laureate, Prof Ada Yonath (Chemistry 
2009) stated that she comes to these meetings explicitly to scout excellent 
young researchers, and so my approach to making contacts was to be 
well-informed about the people participating, and to introduce myself 
whenever an opportunity presented itself. Another strategy that also 
worked well for me was approaching people in relaxed environments like 
the Laureate Lunches and Dinners. These kinds of engagements can be 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and due to my pre-travel preparation, 
I accomplished even more than I had believed possible, including three 

Imagine all the superstars you 
look up to; they could be movie 
superheroes, musical geniuses, 

creative authors or the most 
renowned painters. Now imagine 
that you are invited to an event, 
something like the iconic Comic 
Con. Not only do you get to be 
a part of this event, but you are 

able to have dinner and individual 
engagements with all your 

superheroes in just five days! Now 
imagine finding out that all these 
people whom you have perceived 

to have supernatural powers, 
are human, just like you. That 
they too had failed numerous 
times, and even had moments 
when they wanted to give up. 
Your perception of life and its 

possibilities would change forever. 
That is what attending the Lindau 

Meeting was like for me.

Being interviewed for Econ Films
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interviews, one with the Women in Research blog, another with Econ 
Films and a third with science comedian Brian Malow.

Another significant moment was when the Nobel Laureates shared how 
they are also prone to failure, and this made me feel less like an imposter 
in the science field. To my surprise, the Nobel Laureates I interacted 
with were amazingly rational human beings. I was genuinely inspired by 
Profs Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011), Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) and 
Joseph Taylor (Physics 1993) because their journeys showed me that I 
could be a scientist and also have a positive impact on my community. 
This propelled me to continue with outreach engagements, in the hope 
that I inspire young South African learners, as much as I was inspired by 
the Nobel Laureates at the Lindau Meeting. 

Although our South African team was notably gender balanced, this did 
not hold true for the overall Meeting, and sadly, only two female Nobel 
Laureates were present. Nevertheless, when these women shared their 
inspiring stories, their impact was significant. I was inspired to stay in 
academia and to always aim for excellence in all aspects of my career.

The most outstanding session for me was the panel discussion titled ‘The Dark Side of the Universe’. Perhaps I am 
biased because four brilliant astronomers shared their views on current studies and even pointed to future studies, 
and all the while I was thoroughly entertained. The smaller sessions such as the Laureate Lunches and Agora Talks were 
also highlights, because here we received individual attention from the Laureates. Dinner with Prof Strickland was quite 
exceptional because, as a female researcher, I have always questioned the work/family balance in academia. As she 
shared her personal experiences, I was able to see that you can indeed be a wife and mother, and an equally amazing 
researcher.

The greatest highlight for me was the International Day dinner hosted by South Africa. It was liberating to see how capable 
we are as a nation, able to participate in a global event and leave an indelible mark. Many donors, who had attended 
previous Lindau Meetings, and were seated at our table, commended the evening, mentioning that it was the first of its 
kind. ASSAf and DSI did an excellent job in capturing the South African spirit and ‘vibe’ and delivering it to the elite global 
science community. The dinner revealed that South African research and organisation skills are of a global standard  
and I was filled with pride when I realised that the research conducted in our country was equally outstanding,  
compared to more developed nations. The South African delegation’s passion and dance moves will definitely be a 
highlight of the Lindau Meeting for many years to come. ❍

Sharing an inspirational moment with Prof Brian Schmidt

The craziest moment for me 
occurred on the very first day 
of the Lindau Meeting when I 

attended the ‘Global Science in 
Reaching for the Stars’ breakfast 
hosted by South Africa. While I 
was enjoying a croissant, Nobel 
Laureate Brian Schmidt walked 

up to us, and although I froze for 
a second, we went on to discuss 

his historic discovery of the 
accelerated expansion of 

the universe. 

Dancing with Prof Donna Strickland at the South 
African International Day was one of the most 

memorable moments.
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Tanita Ramburuth-Hurt
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Dark matter and diffuse radio emission in spiral galaxies

Institution at time of selection University of the Witwatersrand

Education level at time of selection Masters

Current education level Masters

Current position MSc student

The 69th Lindau Meeting in Physics was a wondrous adventure. The 
Meeting began with the opening talk by Nobel Laureate Prof Brian 
P Schmidt (Physics 2011), who won the Nobel Prize for discovering 
that the universe is accelerating in its expansion. This was an 
incredible moment, as was his call to action to use our science for 
good, to educate our fellow humans and to debunk fake news. 

As South Africa was hosting the International Day in 2019, there was a 
Science Breakfast which featured a panel discussion on science in South 
Africa and on MeerKAT, including inputs from established South African 
scientists, Dr Bradley Frank, Prof Thebe Medupe, and Dr Buyisiwe Sondezi. 
Notably, Dr Sondezi was the first woman in Africa to obtain a PhD in 
experimental physics of highly correlated matter.  I made a point of asking 
what the panel’s vision was for South African science over the next five 
to ten years. One of the goals is to invest more money into postgraduate 
studies, which is really important. On meeting Nobel Laureate Donna Strickland (Physics 2018), I was struck by how humble 
and human she is. She was clear in the way she explained how she developed chirped pulse amplification with lasers, but 
also real in that I could resonate with her stories of failure and struggle. My friend Michael Sarkis and I went on a Science 
Walk with Nobel Laureate Takaaki Kajita (Physics 2015), who won the Nobel Prize for the discovery of neutrino oscillations, 
which implies that neutrinos have mass. This was a highlight for me. We walked through the stunning countryside of 
Lindau and passed local people who were harvesting cherries directly off the hundreds of trees around us. The locals 
gave us some cherries to eat and, and enhanced by the presence of a Nobel Laureate, they were the best cherries I have 
ever tasted in my life. They then took us all to a little winery and we had grape juice from special Lindau grapes, tantalising 
Lindau wine, and delicious Lindau cheese. During the Science Walk, Prof Kajita was asked about his experience when he 
received the Nobel Prize, and he mentioned that it was never something he expected to happen. He also pointed out that 
he sees enormous value in getting young scientists 
together with Nobel Laureates.

During the South African International Day dinner, 
all the young scientists were dressed up in beautiful 
traditional clothes from their countries. There were 
speeches, including a noteworthy panel address 
by South African geneticist and ASSAf Executive 
Director, Prof Himla Soodyall. When Afro Soul 
singer, Nomfusi finished her performance, dinner 
was served, and the menu included a variety of 
South African classics, such as Durban cauliflower 
curry, chakalaka and malva pudding, which all had 
a bit of a German twist. After dinner, we did the 
entertaining Polonaise dance. 

Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 
2018) made me realise that 
most scientists do not aim 
to win a Nobel Prize; it is 

often very unexpected and 
sometimes only happens many 

years after the discovery for 
which the Prize is won.

Selfie with Arthur McDonald (Physics 2015)
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I was excited about all of the astronomy and astrophysics lectures, I asked Arthur McDonald (Physics 2015), who won 
the Nobel Prize with Takaaki Kajita, if he would go through my Presentation Poster with me. He was kind enough to talk 
to me about dark matter, and even allowed me to take a selfie with him. I attended the Agora Talk with Nobel Laureates 
George Smoot (Physics 2006) and John C Mather (Physics 2006), who won the Nobel Prize for capturing the cosmic 
microwave background fluctuations. Dinner with Donna Strickland was a further highlight. She said she sees herself 
as a scientist, and not as a woman in science. Another highlight was the event titled, ‘Voyager III – A Musical Journey 

Through Interstellar Space’. German musicians and songwriters created 
a thought experiment to discuss which items of science and art should 
be included on the next Golden Record. Nobel Laureate John C Mather 
participated as the scientist and the whole experience was exceedingly 
human, emotional, and moving. This show was the reason Prof Mather 
stood out for me above all the other Laureates. He sat with the musicians 
on a little stage in the oldest theatre in Lindau, showered with golden 
light, and they shared their thoughts on what it means to be human, and 
living on this pale blue dot we call Earth.

A further highlight of the week was a panel discussion on career advice 
and two of the 69th Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting’s Twitter celebrities 
were on the panel: Dr Niamh Kavanagh (@NiamhTalking90) and Dr Maria 
Zurek (@mariazurek). Dr Kavanagh brought up the role of privilege in 
a scientific career. I was grateful because I think some of the Nobel 
Laureates might not have considered that there are additional barriers to 
overcome for young scientists who are not white, male, English-speaking, 
able-bodied, or from a developing country. 

At the Master Class with Nobel Laureate Brian Schmidt, the South Africans were all very proud to have our very own Hester 
Schutte present her work on the international stage, where she answered some difficult questions with confidence and 
clarity. There were some interesting talks about the SI unit system. 

Following the enjoyable Bavarian Night I had a talk with fellow young scientist, Danielle Venter, about what we love doing 
when we are not doing science. I enjoyed connecting with a fellow female scientist on non-science things. On the last day, 
we went by boat to Mainau Island, which is under the stewardship of Countess Bettina Bernadotte. On the boat, I spoke 
to George Smoot about my Masters research. The island was even more impressive than the boat. There were millions 
of blooming flowers, a castle, and a butterfly house. 
The closing conversation on Mainau Island was with 
Tawakkol Karman (Peace 2011), who won the Nobel 
Peace Prize for advocating for the place of women in 
the political space during the Arab Spring. She is truly 
a phenomenal woman, and her talk was very moving. 
I got to sit with her at the picnic, but what was more 
special was seeing her interact with other Muslim 
women. It was quite incredible to note her presence 
at the physics meeting where Muslim women were 
a minority. 

Attending the post-Lindau Meeting event at the Max 
Planck Institute for Radio Astronomy (MPlfR), afforded 
great astronomer and friend, Kimeel Sooknunan, and 
me, the opportunity to go to the top of the Effelsberg 
telescope, 50 metres above the ground. It was thrilling 
to see the ground moving further and further away, as the science got closer and closer. I got to make new friends 
who are scientists at MPIfR, as well as to see (and touch) the new receivers that MPIfR was building as an extension to 
MeerKAT, the South African precursor telescope to the SKA. This experience was both extremely validating and humbling. 
I am grateful to the Max Planck Institute (MPI), and especially to Prof Michael Kramer who opened his institute up to us. ❍

John C Mather (Physics 2006) 
was one of the Laureates who let 
you talk as much as they talked, 
which made a lot of sense when 
he told me that the way he learnt 
the most, was by discussing topics 
with his peers and colleagues. He 
was my favourite Laureate, and 
it was a tremendous honour to 

meet him. 

Selfie with astronomer Kimeel Sooknunan at the 
Effelsberg telescope
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Tariq Blecher
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Gravitationally lensed neutral hydrogen

Institution at time of selection Rhodes University and Square Kilometre Array (SKA)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD candidate

Current position PhD candidate

When my supervisor told me about the Lindau Meeting, the 
thought of meeting legendary scientific figures as well as engaging 
with students from across the world immediately sparked my 
interest and I decided to apply.

My first experiences beyond the airport were meeting my hosts, along 
with a Dutch student who would be staying at the same house. The house 
had a large garden with a rural feel and was just a short walk down to the 
lake, which was spectacular. Our hosts kitted us out with bicycles and we 
were free to explore for a short while before registering for the Meeting. 

The Lindau Meeting was far broader in scope and had far more attendees 
than any other conference I had ever been to. The daily programme of 
diverse talks was packed. Because these presenters are scientists at 
the forefront of their fields, the talks were quite brilliant. Several slides 
and insights are still fresh in my mind. 
For example, David Grossman’s artist’s 
depiction of the slew of singularities 
and infinities involved when attempting 
to combine quantum mechanics and 
general relativity.  

I had conversations with a few Nobel 
Laureates, which was engaging. Over 
the week, I met brilliant students and 
scientists. After the conference, on the 
train heading towards the airport, I had 
an extended discussion with a new 
Sudanese friend studying climate science 
in Munich. Our discussion ranged from 
the recent Sudanese revolution to cli-
mate modelling to mathematics. 

Other impressionable encounters in-
clude a spirited exchange with Steven 
Chu (Physics 1997) on climate change 
mitigation and sharing lunch with the 
Yemeni revolutionary figure Tawakkol 
Karman (Peace Prize 2011) whose stories 
reminded me of my parents’ memories 
of the anti-Apartheid struggle era. ❍

Tariq and other young scientists exploring Lindau

One day, sitting alone at lunch, 
I gathered up the nerve to ask 
a Nobel Laureate in theoretical 

physics about a (very) out 
of the box idea which I was 

brainstorming. Even though, it 
came to nothing substantial, I 
have a fluttering sense of glee 
when recalling the discussion.

Tariq with fellow South African young scientists at the Lindau Meeting
during the International Day
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Thandi Gumede
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Polymer blends, nanocomposites and conductive 
bionanocomposites

Institution at time of selection University of the Free State

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level Post-PhD

Current position Lecturer at the Central University of Technology (CUT)

I was introduced to the Lindau Meeting by Dr NJ Malebo, while 
she was the Head of the Life Science Department at the CUT in 
Bloemfontein. Dr Malebo encouraged me to apply as I needed 
to learn more innovative ways of doing research. Attending the 
Lindau Meeting gave me a chance to listen to different points 
of view, learn new research strategies and make new contacts 
with other researchers from different universities and countries. 
In particular, I formed excellent bonds with fellow South African 
young scientists: Pontsho Mbule (UNISA), Katekani Shingange 
(CSIR) and Valentine Sassa (CSIR). In general, my experience with 
sharing my own research was positive, so much that I shared my 
views on the ASSAf website, in a piece titled, ‘From Science to 
Technology: How and When Your Research Should be Applied’. The 
Lindau Meeting influenced my research and career development 

significantly, and I have since changed my approach to research. It was an incredible adventure that has 
impacted my life both personally and professionally. 
 
The Lindau Meeting featured an exceptional scientific programme based on the principle of dialogue and scientific 
exchange. During lectures, Nobel Laureates chose their topics for presentations, one of which was Prof Donna Strickland’s 
(Physics 2018) talk on photoelectric effect in linear options. In the Master Classes, young scientists had to apply to 
attend and those who were selected, were given the chance to present their own research in front of an audience and 
receive feedback from the Nobel Laureates. 
Discussion sessions followed lectures, one 
of which provided space to engage in an 
intimate discussion with Prof Strickland, who 
answered most of our enthusiastic questions. 
During the panel discussions – hosted by 
partner institutions and supporters of the 
Lindau Meeting – several Nobel Laureates 
and other participants gathered to debate 
current issues in science. In the astronomy 
discussion, we had the opportunity to 
direct questions to the panellists, which was 
enlightening. 

I really enjoyed the Science Breakfasts the 
most, especially the one hosted by Nobel 
Laureate, Sir Konstantin Novoselov (Physics 
2010). His talk was based on graphene-related Science Breakfast session hosted by South Africa at the International Day

Due to the Lindau Meeting, as 
a young female scientist, I now 
feel empowered and enriched 
because I had the opportunity 

to engage in global affairs while 
being exposed to new ways of 

thinking.
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materials which is the field that I am currently pursuing. He explained his experience in researching advanced materials 
like graphene, which is a single-layered carbon compound which seems to have an endless supply of applications. He 
expounded on how and when research should be applied and stated that the purpose of science is not to generate 
technology, but rather to generate the understanding that provides the possibility to generate technology. Most Nobel 
Laureates were accessible to the young scientists at the Meeting. The Nobel Laureate that truly had an impact on me 
was Prof Wolfgang Ketterle (Physics 2001) – I was really inspired by his 
journey. One of the lessons I learnt from him is to take ownership of your 
work, to believe in it and one day, it will change the world.

My favourite memories from the Lindau Meeting are of the social 
event hosted by South Africa, and sponsored by the Baden-Württemberg 
State boat trip to Mainau Island. As the host country, we had the 
opportunity to present ourselves as a research nation on the international 
stage, while also learning about other people and their cultures during 
the International Day. 

In addition to all the science, attending the Lindau Meeting allowed us 
to discover new places. We had the opportunity to travel by ‘giga boat’, 
which proved to be an amazing experience – cruising from one island 
to another with new friends. Amongst the 
young scientists who attended the meeting, 
about 40 per cent were women in science, 
and as a young female scientist, I feel 
empowered and enriched because I had 
the opportunity to engage in global affairs 
while at the same time being exposed to 
new ways of thinking. I now know my role 
as a scientist, and I am passionate about 
continuing to generate knowledge that 
provides possibilities for engineers to 
generate technology. 

The Lindau Meeting was very well organised 
and well worth a recommendation to all 
young scientists and researchers. ❍ International Day was hosted by South Africa.

The Lindau Meeting was 
one of a kind. It brought together 

Nobel Laureates 
and young scientists to foster 

the scientific exchange between 
different generations and 

cultures.
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Valentine Saasa
2019 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Nanomedicine

Institution at time of selection University of Pretoria (UP)/CSIR

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD

Current position Researcher

The first time I heard of the Lindau Meeting was in 2016, while at 
the University of Limpopo, where I was hosting and facilitating 
a Women in Science Communication Workshop sponsored 
by ASSAf and the British Council. Mr Stanley Maphosa, the 
International Liaison Manager at ASSAf, was telling participants 
about the Lindau Meeting, which in that year was dedicated 
to chemistry. I did not fully understand what it was all about 
until the 2018 Meeting took place, and I started following the 
Twitter accounts of some of the South African Lindau Alumni, 
specifically, Edith Phalane who was attending the physiology 
and medicine focused Meeting at the time. I was still unsure 
about applying for the 2019 Meeting, which was dedicated to 
physics, but as my research involves physics and I am supervised 
by a physics chief researcher at the Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research (CSIR), I went ahead. 

The second day at the Lindau Meeting was remarkable for me, because 
as host of the International Day, South Africa opened the ceremony 
with a Xhosa cultural dance. I was far away from my country, in a town 
surrounded by strangers, and yet I felt at home. Best of all, it seemed 
that everyone else from all over the world was also having fun. 

Another highlight was the breakfast session with Sir Konstantin 
Novoselov (Physics 2010), who won the Nobel Prize for discovering the 
material graphene. His work is closely related to mine, and I appreciated his down-to-earth and approachable attitude. 
Sir Novoselov spoke about his experiences in researching advanced materials like graphene, which is a single-layered 
carbon compound which seems to have an endless supply of applications. Graphene is just one of a plethora of new 

‘smart materials’ which react to environmental changes such as pH, 
temperature, or ultraviolet light. They form the basis of many modern 
sensors and are being used in fields from computing to medicine. Sir 
Novoselov argued that the application of research is best achieved by 
commercial companies, not by universities and research institutions. 
Coming from both a research institute and a university, I could not agree 
more.

Hearing Sir Novoselov speak was truly inspirational, as was my meeting 
with Nobel Laureate Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018). Prof Strickland 
inspired me not only because she is a successful woman in science, but 
also because she is a family woman. Her anecdotes would often lead 
back to her husband and children, which really encouraged my belief that 

Taking a moment to appreciate this incredible 
opportunity

During the week when I was 
asked where I was from, many 

compliments were sent my way 
with regards to the opening 

ceremony, and South African 
hospitality.
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you can achieve a lot in your career while still making time for a family. 
Most people’s perception of scientists is that our lives revolve solely 
around our work, but Prof Strickland has proved that as a woman you 
can have it all.

Sharing this experience, and being in this exciting, dynamic space 
for over a week, with 600 other young scientists from all over the 
world who are very passionate about their work, motivated me to 
push hard on my PhD in biochemistry, which I recently completed at 
the University of Pretoria.

Going forward I look forward to giving back by participating in and 
contributing to the Lindau Alumni Network. ❍

A wonderful walk through the picturesque streets 
of Lindau
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Bianca Brider Verlinden
2018 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Creating malaria medicine that lasts

Institution at time of selection University of Pretoria

Education level at time of selection Postdoctoral fellow

Current education level PhD

Current position Medical Science Liaison

I first found out about the Lindau Meeting at the 8th HOPE Meeting with Nobel Laureates in Japan in 2016 
and decided to apply to attend the 2018 Lindau Meeting after that experience. The pre-meeting organised by 
ASSAf prior to leaving for Lindau was very beneficial. It provided me with a frame of reference that allowed 
me to prepare well for interacting with the Nobel Laureates as well as with the media. This meeting really 
connects you, as a young researcher, to the wider world of science. 

I will never forget the amazing opportunity I had to present my research 
to the Nobel Laureates during the unique Master Class. Listening to 
their constructive feedback and praise for our South African research 
in malaria medicine was invaluable. Preparing for the Master Class also 
allowed me to bond with amazing young scientists as we shared our 
different perspectives in our fields. 
 
The social sessions at the Lindau Meeting allowed ample time to connect 
with the young scientists from South Africa as well as with young scientists 
from all over the world.  

We were able to interact with the media 
and share our voices as young researchers. 
I really enjoyed the opportunity to produce 
a podcast interview about my research with 
Springer Medizin, a German publisher that 
offers medical information to physicians. 
There was also a good balance of young 
female scientists at the Lindau Meeting and 
a variety of research areas, which provided 
ample opportunities to learn, especially 
during the Poster sessions and Master 
Classes. My favourite Nobel Laureate was 
definitely Prof Michael Levitt, who was born 
in Pretoria, South Africa and went on to 
become a biophysicist and a professor of 
structural biology at Stanford University. He 
received the 2013 Nobel Prize in Chemistry, 
together with Martin Karplus and Arieh 
Warshel, for ‘the development of multiscale models for complex chemical systems’. During one of the Open Exchange 
sessions he shared with us his research journey. This taught me the importance of keeping your mind open to new ideas, 
as things are constantly changing around us. Therefore, if we are not open to change and daring new ideas, we may miss 
the amazing new discoveries that await us. 

Bianca presenting during the Master Class 

The Lindau Meeting provides an 
electric educational atmosphere 

where you are inspired by the 
men and women behind the 

world’s most famous medical and 
scientific breakthroughs.
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An important part of the Lindau Meeting is networking, which everyone 
approaches differently. I highly recommend sharing your business cards 
with other young scientists and enquire if you can add them as friends on 
Facebook. Adopting this strategy has really helped me to stay in contact 
with new friends and potential collaborators whom I met at the Lindau 
Meeting. 
 
Following the Lindau Meeting, I was privileged to continue my amazing 
journey by attending a two-day post-Max Planck Society event at the 
Max Planck Institute for Infection Biology in Berlin. This was a powerful 
research exchange programme where Max Planck scientists presented 
their research projects and invited me to do the same. This allowed us 
to learn from one other. The scientists then took me on a tour of their 
malaria facilities, which gave me the platform to gain knowledge from 
them to grow the malaria parasite. Excitingly, I got to share this information with my research colleagues back home. The 
post-event ended with a lovely dinner in Berlin city where we shared our research experiences, and thoughts on how we 
would like to shape future discoveries in medicine. ❍

Scrubbed up in the malaria laboratories 
at the Max Planck Institute for Infection 

Biology in Berlin

Bianca with other young scientists at a luncheon

What makes the Lindau Meeting 
so different from other meetings 
is the combination of the grand 

scale of Nobel Laureates and 
excellent young scientists in one 
place, and the fact that there are 

no barriers between us.
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Blessing Osemengbe Ahiante
2018 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Hypertension, obesity and cardiovascular disease

Institution at time of selection North-West University

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD

Current position MBChB student, University of Pretoria 

Encouraged by my PhD supervisor, Prof Aletta Schutte, I applied to attend the Lindau Meeting. My experience 
of the Lindau Meeting was unforgettable. As the motto of the Meeting states – ‘Educate Inspire. Connect’ – the 
entire period spent at the meeting was dedicated to exchanging 
knowledge and ideas, as well as networking, among the Nobel 
Laureates as well as fellow participants. It is a rare opportunity 
to receive advice from them even on matters that are beyond the 
boundaries of science.  

The opportunity to connect with other scientists also opens many new 
doors. I made lasting friends with scientists from other regions of the 
world. I met another young scientist from Switzerland who was working 
on a similar research topic as mine. As we exchanged knowledge and 
ideas, we were able to  tackle some unanswered questions that we had 
both come across in our PhD studies. We also had the opportunity of 
exchanging our research publications, which contributed to my PhD 
research. In addition, as part of my networking during the meeting, I had 
the rare privilege of being featured together with Nobel Laureate, Peter 
Agre (Chemistry, 2003), in the Nature Outlook Science Journal during the 
Nobel Laureate meeting in Germany, 2018.
 
Meeting the Nobel Laureates was an exceptional experience. My favourite 
Nobel Laureate was Louis Ignarro (Physiology or Medicine 1998). What 
stood out for me about him was the clear and simple way he delivered his 

message during 
his guest lecture. His topic was related to my own research.  
I had the enviable opportunity to discuss my PhD research with 
him and he gave me many helpful suggestions which I applied 
to my research when I got back to South Africa. He advised 
me never to make things complicated when expressing my 
research. I followed his advice in completing my PhD and 
have now been publishing my research without duress. All the 
Nobel Laureates that I interacted with and listened to were 
very humble and accessible.

The Lindau Meeting included several other activities such as 
plenary discussions, Agora Talks, a Science Walk, and Master 
Classes. These all inspired new ways of thinking. I was able 
to apply some of the techniques that I learnt during the pre-
meeting organised by ASSAf, such as the elevator pitch, as 
well as being confident in order to get the most out of these 
activities. We discussed interesting and relevant topics such as 

As a woman in science, attending 
the Meeting has helped to boost 

my scientific confidence and 
has also increased my zeal for 

science. My passion for science 
and confidence grew stronger 

after seeing female Nobel 
Laureate Elizabeth Blackburn 
(Physiology or Medicine 2009), 

especially as she shows a 
burning desire for, and interest 
in science, irrespective of the 

contributions she has 
already made.

Blessing and Louis Ignarro 
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publishing, gender equality in science, and new challenges associated with gene editing techniques, amongst others.  
I particularly enjoyed the Master Classes, as they allowed for intimate dialogues between the students presenting, the 
Nobel Laureates, and other young scientists in the audience. During this session, I was able to learn new presentation 
skills, improve my time management and practise how to answer questions.

 
Another memorable event, set up by ASSAf, was the academic partner 
meetings with Nobel Laureates to create space for one-to-one 
exchanges. We had science lunches and dinners with the Laureates with 
shared interests and were able to ask personal questions about things 
that could present obstacles as we advance in our career, including how 
to break the hurdle of scientific publication and how to change the world 
around us with our knowledge of science. I was motivated when Nobel 
Laureate Peter Agre touched on the importance of education, science 
and research in society. A personal highlight for me was learning about 
his generosity and contribution towards the eradication of malaria in 
Africa. During my one-to-one discussion with him, I told him about the 
challenges that my colleague – another 2018 Lindau Alumna from South 
Africa – and I were facing in South Africa as part of the global fight against 
hypertension. His advice to us was ‘persistence’. I left this session inspired 
and motivated to continue my work in Africa irrespective of the limited 

resources. Visiting the beautiful city of Lindau on the Bodensee, surrounded by mountains, was another highlight. I also 
enjoyed my stay with a wonderful host family from whom I learnt about German culture.
 
Now that I am done with my PhD, I am already in the preliminary stage of doing joint research with another Lindau Alumna 
here in South Africa. We are working on the health issues that currently threaten the South African black population, 
including HIV and cardiovascular disease. ❍

Blessing with some of the fellow 2018 Lindau Meeting delegates

Attending the meeting has 
given me the opportunity to 
view science from a broader 

perspective. I now see science as 
a tool that can be used to connect 
people of different backgrounds, 

as well as provide solutions to 
global challenges.
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Edith Phalane
2018 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), anti-retroviral therapy, 
cardiovascular, metabolic and renal diseases

Institution at time of selection North-West University

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level MHSc

Current position PhD student

One of my PhD promoters, Prof Alta Schutte, sent an email to all the postgraduates in our department to 
encourage us to apply. I seized the opportunity. I was nominated by  ASSAf to attend the Meeting; soon after, 
the Council of Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings selected me to attend the 68th meeting under the banner of 
Physiology or Medicine 2018. From the day I heard the news that I had been selected, I was excited, knowing 
that I would be among the 600 top young scientists in the world attending this prestigious event.

The Lindau Meeting is special because it made me feel valued as a young scientist, with almost all the activities and 
programmes designed for me to gain as much knowledge and inspiration as possible. Compared to other science 
conferences, the Lindau Meeting provided a platform for me to engage with my fellow young scientists without borders, 
on an equal footing. The activities I really enjoyed were the Science Lunch and Partner Breakfast meetings. The lunch was 

great because it was informal, and I could relate to the Nobel Laureate 
in a fun and relaxed manner. He shared his personal experiences as a 
scientist, and advised us that as much as we focus on our research, we 
should have fun in the process, and create meaningful memories. 

There was a good representation of young female scientists at the 2018 
Lindau Meeting, and as one of them, I was featured in the Women in 
Research blog (at #LINO18), which is dedicated to increasing the visibility 
of women at the Lindau Meeting.

I was invited to sit on a panel discussion during a Partner Breakfast 
hosted by the Lindau Meeting and Global Perspective Initiative (GPI). 
When I realised that two Nobel Laureates, Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 
2003) and Prof Aaron Ciechanover (Chemistry 2004) were going to be 
on the panel, I was tempted to decline the invitation. But ultimately the 
chance to discuss ‘Health Innovation in Africa: The Way Forward’ was too 

tempting and I accepted. It was an honour and a privilege to sit at a table with these giants of the sciences, and to 
discuss an important topic concerning Africa, as a young African scientist. I shared my perspective on the community 
engagement I do in rural areas in South Africa, raising awareness and screening for high blood pressure and other 
cardiovascular disease risk factors. As I shared the challenges of accessing health care services in Africa, Profs Agre and 
Ciechanover advised that you should never wait to have every resource in place to make a change in your society, and you 
should know that you are the change that Africa needs. So I left the discussion more motivated and empowered to carry 
on with the good work I do. Following the panel discussion, I was invited by the German Federal Ministry of Education 
and Research to attend the Grand Challenges Annual Meeting in October 2018, and to participate in the session on the 
‘Contribution of Research and Development to Resilient Health Systems’. Some of the findings from the panel discussion 
at the Lindau Meeting were presented at the Grand Challenges meeting and the discussion was published on the GPI 
website. Subsequently, I was also invited to the German Parliament to participate in a GP Parliamentarian Roundtable on 
‘Global Health: The role of Germany’ alongside Prof Agre; Member of Parliament Dr Georg Kippels; Director at Wellcome 
Trust, Prof Jeremy Farrar; and co-founder of GPI, Dr Ingrid Hamm, among others. 

I was among my intellectual 
peers who also understood the 

expectations that come with 
being a young scientist in a rapidly 

growing and dynamic world. So 
for me, there was an element of 

having fun while learning from my 
peers and the Nobel Laureates.
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Three specific Nobel Laureates caught my attention at the 
Lindau Meeting: Prof Blackburn (Physiology or Medicine 
2009), Prof Agre and Prof Ciechanover whom I have already 
mentioned. Prof Blackburn is one of my academic role models, 
and I attended all her sessions throughout the week. I enjoyed 
her talk on ‘Science Policy and Science and Society’, as I felt 
she was speaking directly to me. She led an open exchange 
session which attracted a full house, and I was encouraged as 
she shared her challenges as a woman in science and how she 
overcame these. She specifically emphasised the importance of 
having a mentor. 

At Mainau Island, I had the chance to sit alone with Prof 
Blackburn for almost 20 minutes. It was a fruitful conversation 
as she further elaborated on her role in society and science 
and the benefits of being a woman in science. She inspired 
me to register for a module in epigenetics, which I completed 
in 2018. This module fitted perfectly with my future research 
endeavours. I also engaged closely with Prof Agre during the 
African Outreach Breakfast, which was organised to bring 
together all the African young scientists and a Nobel Laureate. 
I love his passion and the effort he puts into eradicating 
poverty-related diseases in Africa, as well as his humility. His 
conversation was full of wisdom and he listened attentively as I 
engaged with him. I thoroughly enjoyed Prof Ciechanover’s talk 
on personalised medicine and I marvelled at how passionate 
he was about this topic. His talk opened my mind even further 
to the vital role of interdisciplinary research and technologies in 
addressing diseases. 

At the Lindau Meeting, I formed friendships and connections 
with fellow young scientists, whom I still engage with. I advise 
every young scientist I engage with to apply to attend the 
Lindau Meeting, as it is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. ❍

Edith with Nobel Laureate Prof Elizabeth Blackburn

Edith with fellow South African young scientists 
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Eileen Thomas
2018 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Psychiatry

Institution at time of selection Stellenbosch University

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level PhD candidate

Current position Consultant Psychiatrist, research fellow

I first heard about the Lindau Meeting via the Research Office at Stellenbosch University. My PhD 
Supervisor, Prof Soraya Seedat, who is Executive Head of the Department of Psychiatry at the university, 
as well as the South African Research Chair in Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, encouraged me to apply.  
I am so thrilled that I did. 

Attending the Lindau Meeting was truly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, held in the most beautiful setting. My highlights 
from the week included meeting other young scientists from around the world, one-to-one meetings with Nobel Laureates 
over lunch, exciting breakfast sessions and getting to explore picturesque Lindau. 

I loved interacting with all the Nobel Laureates, but I was 
especially grateful to meet the American physician and 
molecular biologist, Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 2003). He 
is a humble person, who devotes one third of his year to 
field work combating malaria in Southern Africa. Getting 
to spend time with him was inspirational. 

The Lindau Meeting was a wonderfully motivating ex-
perience. I was able to meet with other young scientists 
from all over the world, and we are still in contact. 
Following the Lindau Meeting, I was invited to the Science 
and Technology in Society (STS) Forum in Japan in 2019, 
and while there I was able to meet up and liaise with other 
young scientists and researchers who had also previously 
attended the Lindau Meeting. 

This experience goes to show just how valuable the Lindau Alumni Network 
is. It essentially allows the lifelong networking, the learning and the 
opportunities facilitated by the Lindau Meeting to continue long after the 
week in Germany comes to an end.
 
I recently took part in the Lindau Meeting’s Online Science Days 2020, an 
interdisciplinary programme that included debates on climate change, 
the novel coronavirus COVID-19 pandemic and international scientific co-
operation, as well as conversations with, and talks by, Nobel Laureates. 
 
I felt very privileged to attend the Lindau Meeting along with an amazing 
cohort of South African scientists, many of whom I am still friends with. I also 
found the ongoing support by ASSAf to be exceptional and unrivalled. ❍ 

The benefits of attending the 
Lindau Meeting linger with you 
long after you leave, especially 
when you get to meet up with 
the Lindau Alumni again when 
attending other conferences.

Eileen with fellow South African young scientists
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Shireen Mentor
2018 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Blood-brain barrier, electrophysiology, cellular morphology

Institution at time of selection University of the Western Cape (UWC)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate III

Current education level MSc

Current position PhD candidate V

Reflecting on the experience of attending the Lindau Meeting. I feel fortunate that I was able to consciously 
soak in every moment of that journey. 

In October 2017, I received an email with an advertisement from ASSAf 
searching for candidates interested in attending the Lindau Meeting, 
which had been circulated to postgraduate students at UWC. With 
testimonials from my PhD supervisor, Prof David Fisher and the Dean 
of Natural Sciences, Prof Michael Davies-Coleman, I decided to apply to 
what would certainly be the most auspicious gathering a young scientist 
could attend. In February 2018, I was elated to learn that I had been 
selected as one of the top six young scientists from South Africa, and 
among the top 600 young scientists from 84 countries around the globe.  
I was chosen not only to attend the 68th Lindau Meeting, but to 
meet 43 Nobel Laureates in physiology or medicine. In addition,  
I had been selected to be part of the top 30 of the 600 scientists 
to present my research findings at this prestigious event. The pre-
meeting, organised by ASSAf, was held in Pretoria in May 2018. It was 
an opportune time for awardees to engage with former Lindau Meeting 
Alumni, to discuss their experiences, learn about the importance of 
scientific communication, and put into practice our 20-second elevator 
pitches. Furthermore, we had an opportunity to network with established 
researcher and co-founder of the Centre for 
the AIDS Programme of Research in South 
Africa (CAPRISA), Prof Quarraisha Abdool Karim, 
in a very useful scientific dialogue which left 
me thoroughly inspired. The most rewarding 
part of the pre-meeting was the visit to the 
University of Pretoria, Mamelodi Campus where 
we were able to mentor and enthuse the next 
generation of scientists. This was accomplished 
through exercises focused on basic research 
methodology taught to high school science 
learners within the community.

The Lindau Meeting began with an audio-visual 
presentation of a research scholar conducting 
intense microscopic analysis. He had just 
discovered a ground-breaking research finding, 
which he had been sharing with his supervisor. He discovered, for the first time, novel microorganisms which he had been 
observing under the microscope. We listened intently as he described these peculiar, highly specialised features that 
he in fact deemed to be evidence of a scientific breakthrough. We soon realised that these biological microorganisms, 

As a 68th Lindau Meeting Alumnus, 
I would like to extend a huge 
thank you to DSI South Africa, 

ASSAf, the Bayer Science & 
Education Foundation and the 
Council for the Lindau Nobel 

Laureate Meetings, for granting 
me this experience to participate 

in a culturally enriched climate 
that so elegantly engages and 

internationalises the physiological 
sciences.

Enriching and exciting Poster-Flash Presentations at the Lindau Meeting 
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potentially growing in a Petri dish, were in fact us, and the eye peering into the eyepiece on the screen had been the 
scholar’s view of the auditorium filled with the 600 young scientists and 43 Nobel Laureates. The attention was on us, and 
we were the shooting stars. 

The Lindau Meeting opens us up to world views which can benefit our country. Being selected to present my work on 
the morphological development of the blood-brain barrier, as novel research, was momentous. The preparation for our 
Poster Presentations took on a peer-review process, which allowed all presenters to engage in a global conversation, 
and sparked questions that inspired constructive criticism about our research. The most gratifying moment was when I 
took a short walk with Laureate Prof J Michael Bishop (Physiology or Medicine 1989) from the University of California, who 
commended me on my research presentation. These events, in addition to the panel discussions, were an opportunity 
to apply and address good practice in scientific communication. It also provided a platform to discuss the importance of 
the ‘publish or perish’ reality we all face, and how this influences research output. This was a cross-continental coming-
together to educate, refine and make our arguments about our research more cogent for the sake of bettering science. 

The zenith of my experience was being in the company of Prof Michael Levitt (Chemistry 2013), a biophysicist and 
professor of structural biology at Stanford University. He also happens to have been born in South Africa. He awakened 
us to a robust approach to scientific thinking. His engaging and charming demeanour was infectious around the lunch 
table, which made for very natural conversation. We spoke about scientific innovation and life and he reminded us that 
‘ideas become better with no pressure’. Prof Levitt went on to remind us that ‘in science you are wrong, until proven right’. 
Through this conversation, in the company of like-minded peers, I learnt that the world needs original science, science 
that is evidence-based, honest and self-critical. 

I was further honoured to be selected as one of the top 25 young scientists to attend the post-Lindau visit to the Max 
Planck Institute. Meeting the President of the Max Planck Society, Prof Martin Stratmann, was surreal. To visit a world-
class research facility such as this, permits one to examine the work of pioneers such as Max Planck, and simultaneously 
gaze into the possibility of future scientific endeavour. I went on to travel to the Max Planck Institute for Developmental 
Biology in Tübingen and the Institute of Pathology at the University of Tübingen. This allowed me to gain access to 
the many technologically advanced tools and high definition microscopy, that could be employed to answer pertinent 
research questions pertaining to my PhD research on blood-brain barrier development.

In a field that was previously male dominated, it was gratifying that 50 per cent of the young scientists at the 68th Lindau 
Meeting were women who were comfortable with taking up space within the sciences. Our identities as scientists are 
influenced by our societal roles and labels. It matters that I am a woman, that I am black. This experience heightened my 
curiosity and awareness of the innovation that I, as a young South African woman in science, bring to the rooms I walk 
into and the platforms on which I find myself speaking. My scientific output has been positively impacted after the Lindau 
Meeting, as I feel that I have a deeper understanding of the scientific method and a greater appreciation for the value of 
asking the right research questions. In the words of Albert 
Einstein, ‘imagination is the highest form of research’. When 
we unlearn societal or self-induced limitations, we begin to 
operate with a thread of genius, and a thread of creativity. 

This opportunity has resulted in many young scientists at 
UWC dreaming bigger and being more purposeful about 
making meaningful impacts within the medical biosciences 
community. After the Lindau Meeting, I now take every 
opportunity to emphasise the importance of not losing sight 
of the bigger picture when mentoring young researchers and 
conducting research. I have learnt that there are questions 
that we should never stop asking: Is it reproducible? Is it 
clinically relevant? Will it help mitigate human disease and 
better the human condition? The science becomes more 
purposeful as we realise the bearing it has on humankind. 
In order for us to make a meaningful contribution to a body of scientific work, we have to believe in the worth of our 
discoveries and ignite within others an appreciation for what we are doing. This encourages our peers and protégés to 
follow suit. We need a global scientific village in order to produce ground-breaking research. ❍

Meeting the President of the Max Planck Society, Prof 
Martin Stratmann, in Munich, Germany
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Zimkhitha Soji
2018 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Meat science 

Institution at time of selection University of Fort Hare 

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level Graduated PhD 2018

Current position Postdoctoral researcher

I found out about the Lindau Meeting from ASSAf, and I also 
submitted my application through ASSAf. Attending the Lindau 
Meeting had a great impact on how I view research in science and 
the significance of innovative research. 

The most interesting moment for me was when I listened to the 
experiences of the Nobel Laureates, and the manner in which they 
undertook the innovative research that resulted in them winning the 
Nobel Prize. It was really fascinating to learn how long it took some of 
them, and what sacrifices they had to make in terms of their personal time, 
spending many hours and days in the laboratories. What also surprised 
me was how other Laureates did not 
necessarily sacrifice anything, but 
their discoveries came about as a 
surprise, or by accident through other 
experiments they had conducted.
  
My favourite Nobel Laureate, was 
Prof Michael Levitt (Chemistry 2013), 
mostly because he presented a 
scientifically sound argument on the 
future of basic science research. 
The way in which he articulated the 
aspects of science research that 
need the most attention, and the 
manner in which it can change the 
lives of  the current generation in 
terms of problem-solving, was of 
great importance to me at that stage 
of my research career. 

The Lindau Meeting added value not only to my research, but to my career development as well, mainly because of the 
science and entrepreneurship discussion. It encouraged me not to depend on employment for my career development, 
but to use the skills that I have acquired in science to start something that can be beneficial to society, while at the same 
time elevating my career to different levels of science and technology. 

The Lindau Meeting taught me that, as young scientists on the African continent, we need to embrace our resources 
and richness by acquiring and teaching skills to the upcoming generation, so that we do not have to depend on more 
developed countries in the future. 

With Nobel Laureate Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 2003) and fellow South
African young scientist, Blessing Ahiante at the African breakfast meeting

I can confidently say that the 
Lindau Meeting significantly 
added value not only to my 
research, but to my career 

development as well.
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Networking has kept me updated on the current trends in research 
and research groups. This is particularly beneficial for post-Lindau 
collaborations. Giving consideration to research, and how it is held 
in high regard in other countries, and is used as a problem-solving 
technique when it comes to development in those countries, has 
allowed me to reflect on my own continent and country. It has also 
motivated me to have a broader view of the future of research at 
home.

The Lindau Meeting has provided me with access to a platform and 
people that are always producing ground-breaking research that is 
not only destined to be published, but is fit for purpose, as well as 
skills and knowledge transfer. ❍

Group exercise with young scientists from other countries  

From the Lindau Meeting, I learnt to 
put greater emphasis on conducting 
societal problem-solving research, 
especially in Africa, where we have 
a lot of resources but are unable to 
use them extensively for the benefit 

of our continent.
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Frederick (Frikkie) Malan
2017 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Organometallic chemistry, synthesis, catalysis, kinetics

Institution at time of selection University of Pretoria (UP)

Education level at time of selection Master of Science (MSc) (cum laude)

Current education level Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) (chemistry)

Current position Crystallographer and lecturer at UP

While away on a research visit, I received communication from 
our Chemistry Department regarding the opportunity to attend 
the 67th Lindau Meeting. I was immediately interested, once 
I found out that it involved Nobel Laureates, students and re-
searchers from all over the world. The fact that the 67th Lindau 
Meeting would be dedicated to chemistry, made it even more 
exciting. After my nomination by the department, I completed  
and submitted the application form provided by ASSAf. 

Prior to attending the Lindau Meeting, a pre-meeting was held and 
organised by ASSAf. I found this extremely beneficial as we were 
introduced to fellow attendees from South Africa. We were also briefed by 
previous years’ alumni on what to expect at such a prestigious meeting. 
Additionally, we were given valuable advice on how to maximise the time 
spent there to our benefit. We were involved in a science engagement 
and awareness initiative as part of the pre-meeting programme, where 
we visited a science centre in Mamelodi, Pretoria. There, we had the 
opportunity to enlighten young learners on the importance of planning for their futures by making sound and smart 
choices, as well as helping them believe that their dreams were not out of reach, but rather achievable through hard work 
and dedication. As a lecturer, teaching and learning are among my core passions, therefore it was fulfilling to share our 

passions and hopefully inspire young learners to want to achieve 
more than they had ever thought possible. 

As with any major conference (local or international), the 
importance of attending and actively participating cannot be 
understated. These events provide unique opportunities to 
meet other researchers and students who conduct research in 
your field and allow you to introduce yourself and your work on 
an international platform. The Lindau Meeting is a particularly 
encouraging environment. 

The vast range of topics covered ensures inspiration, collaboration, 
and intellectual stimulation, even if the meeting is only focused 
on one theme (i.e. chemistry during the 67th Meeting). There 
was a healthy balance of both female and male researchers 
present, which is indicative of the positive transformation that 
the chemical research community has experienced over the last 
seven decades. I was surprised to notice the diverse number of 
research topics covered by South African attendees compared to 
those covered by other international attendees, both in scientific 

Frederick with fellow South African young scholar, 
Funeka, and Prof Hartmut Michel 

The Lindau Meetings might be 
best described as a once-in-a 

lifetime opportunity to connect 
with the experts in your career. To 
be able to ask them the questions 
you have always wanted to ask, to 

exchange stories about life and 
research, to be able to receive 

valuable advice, and to be inspired 
to do your best. 
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merit and relevance. A few challenges experienced by young South African researchers were also shared by others, such 
as a lack of funding and bursaries, the pressures of publishing your work in quality journals, and completing your degree 
in the minimum prescribed time. I was able to set up a useful collaboration with a young researcher from India, who 
worked on research that was related to my PhD project. This interaction enabled us to share our ideas and exchange 

useful strategies for isolation and characterisation of air-sensitive 
organometallic complexes that may be applied as catalysts in organic 
transformation reactions. These strategies helped me to resolve a few 
challenging aspects of my PhD, which I now also teach my students. This 
collaboration may evolve to include student exchanges, which will enable 
the transfer of unique and critical skills among the two research groups. 

One particularly refreshing aspect of the meeting is the welcoming and 
inquisitive nature of the Nobel Laureates that attended the meeting. They 
were down-to-earth, engaging, and interested in our research, successes 
and challenges. Professors Bernard Feringa, Jean-Pierre Sauvage, Peter 
Agre, and Richard R Schrock were among my favourite Nobel Laureates. I 
gained a deep appreciation for their work, some of which was related to 
my research. I was really inspired by Prof Feringa’s talk on how hard work, 
perseverance, and questioning the unknown, often lead to serendipitous 
discoveries that advance the sciences. The Nobel Laureates presented 

their talks during the academic lectures in the mornings and early afternoons, while we were able to engage by asking 
questions in the Young Scientists Discussion sessions close to the end of each day. One message from these discussions 
was clear: as young researchers we have to try and find solutions to the world’s problems. While we are likely to encounter 
several challenges in our research, we must persevere, be creative, and never stop trying to understand. 

As a South African student, I was fortunate to the African Science Breakfast where all the African attendees were invited 
to enjoy a breakfast meeting with Prof Peter Agre. Prof Agre shared his story and vision for how his work could contribute 
to combating the malaria problem that Africa, specifically, has faced for decades. He also challenged us to consider socio-
economic and health problems that 
Africa struggles with, when approaching 
our research, in order to find solutions. 

The Lindau Meeting is a well-planned 
and balanced scientific programme, 
and I particularly enjoyed the social and 
academic-based dinners. I loved the 
fact that this incredible meeting was 
held in the small, but beautiful island 
of Lindau, where you could casually 
walk the streets with fellow researchers 
and Laureates going from one venue to 
another (they were scattered across the 
island). My most memorable moment 
of the Lindau Meeting took place on 
the last day when all the Laureates and 
researchers enjoyed a boat trip to the 
nearby Mainau Island for the remainder 
of the talks and discussion sessions. We 
enjoyed the weather of a perfect summer’s day, surrounded by the greenery and vibrant colours of the beautiful gardens 
of Mainau. The trip on the boat itself was also enjoyable, with conversations held among fellow attendees, stakeholders 
from notable universities, and of course, dancing with fellow researchers and Nobel Laureates. ❍

Prof Feringa (2016 Nobel Prize winner) engaging with young researchers at one 
of the Young Scientists Discussion sessions

The organisers of the Lindau 
Meeting were able to balance the 

interesting academic sessions 
with light-hearted and fun social 
interactions, where we were able 

to connect with hundreds of other 
talented young researchers, from 

more than 70 countries.
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Funeka P Nkosi
2017 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Energy (energy storage), electrochemistry 

Institution at time of selection University of the Witwatersrand/Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research (CSIR)

Education level at time of selection MSc (cum laude), busy with PhD

Current education level PhD Chemistry

Current position Postdoctoral Researcher at Uppsala University (Sweden)

I heard about the Lindau Meeting while I was on a PhD 
studentship at the CSIR in Pretoria. I received an email that was 
sent to everyone at the CSIR about this opportunity and I was 
immediately interested in applying. A few weeks later I attended 
the 2016 edition of the SFSA organised by the DSI because I am 
interested in knowing what science can do to improve life in 
Africa. ASSAf also had a full information session dedicated to 
the Lindau Meeting during the Forum. The session was most 
informative and inspiring. I submitted my application and my 
supportive PhD supervisor, Prof Kenneth Ozoemena, wrote the 
motivational letter required for the application. 

The Lindau Meeting was a week-long conference of listening and learning. 
All the Nobel Laureates gave lectures on the work that earned them the 
Nobel Prize and ran additional small group 
sessions with the young scientists. Attending 
a high-calibre international conference 
means that you have an opportunity to form 
new international networks. These networks, 
if used wisely, can help you take your research 
to the next level. This is important for us, 
especially as African scientists, because 
some of the scientific laboratories in Africa 
are not that well-resourced and are not 
equipped with facilities needed for advanced 
research. Therefore, the collaborations that 
can result from these high calibre networks 
are important for the career development of 
young scientists and for the improvement of 
scientific research in Africa. After attending 
the Lindau Meeting, I was awarded a DST-
TATA fellowship which enabled me to attend 
one of the world’s biggest international 
conferences in electrochemistry, with the big stars in battery research (233rd Electrochemical Society Meeting held in the 
USA). I gave an oral presentation on my research at this conference, which was a dream for me. 

Scientific conferences are about sharing and showcasing your research, whereas the Lindau Meeting is about inspiring 
and motivating young people to stay in science and do well. This is very important because as young scientists we are 
afraid of getting our manuscripts rejected by scientific journals, for example, but one of the Nobel Laureates told us that 

Funeka and other young scientists intently listening to Nobel Laureate Prof 
Ferid Murad (Physiology or Medicine 1998)

I loved and enjoyed the science 
engagement outreach activity 

organised by ASSAf prior to the 
Lindau Meeting. This inspired 

me to work hard and be a good 
example to young learners still in 
high school who are considering a 

career in science. 



52

even his students get their papers rejected. That was comforting because 
as a young researcher, publications are important for career advancement. 
 
The Lindau Meeting also provided opportunities to attend varied sessions 
such as academic lunches and dinners with companies such as McKinsey, 
which were great. When I attended the Lindau Meeting, only two young 
scientists were doing similar research to mine but on different energy 
storage chemistries. I made it a point to connect one of them with my 
colleague who has the same research focus. I also benefitted from this 
interaction, as this same scientist introduced me to another good battery 
scientist in the United States of America (USA) who does research in one 
of the top international battery research labs, in order to help me with a 
challenge I was facing with my equipment back in South Africa. I was later 
able to visit his laboratory in the USA. The value of networking amongst 
young scientists is so important, especially when you are working in the 

same research field as other young scientists. Various occasions for networking were provided at the Lindau Meeting 
including academic dinners and lunches, presentation sessions as well as the Lindau Meeting App. I enjoyed the African 
Science Breakfast the most as it was interesting to meet the top young 
scientists from Africa. Despite the challenge of having under-resourced 
laboratories, they are still the best. 

A typical day began with Nobel Laureates sharing their ground-breaking 
science and giving us advice on how to do great scientific research. 
We then had private sessions and lunches with them to get to know 
them better. The day ended with a dinner to enjoy their wisdom and 
encouraging life experiences. Learning from the world’s best scientists 
ensured that we gained first-class knowledge. 

Prof Ada Yonath was my favourite Nobel Laureate; she gave me hope 
because she was the only female Nobel Laureate in the year I attended 
and she is also a great scientist who has done amazing work in 
crystallography. She is one of only five women to get the Nobel Prize in 
Chemistry (out of 184 Nobel Prizes in Chemistry) and the first woman 
to get the Nobel Prize in Israel. This highlights the lack 
of gender balance in the sciences, with many fields still 
being viewed as male-dominated. The fact that Prof 
Yonath attended the Lindau Meeting meant a lot to me 
as a young woman scientist. 

Having easy access to the Nobel Laureates, as a young 
woman from Katlehong township, was something 
phenomenal. Meeting a female Nobel Laureate in one 
of my favourite scientific fields was amazing. After Prof 
Yonath gave her inspiring lecture we remained in the 
venue with her, together with some of the other young 
scientists. My highlight for the entire Lindau Meeting is 
encountering that number of Nobel Laureates in one 
week, and learning so much from their experiences and 
knowledge.  

I am eternally grateful for this opportunity. A few months 
after attending the Lindau Meeting, I submitted my PhD 
thesis and won numerous awards. ❍

This was a great opportunity to 
meet our (s)heroes and learn from 
them, to connect with top young 
scientists from other countries, 

and be inspired to do great work. 
This was an opportunity a girl 

from a township in South Africa 
could only dream of, and ASSAf 

and DSI made it come true.

Funeka and Prof Ada Yonath

This experience helped me to be 
a better scientist and opened up 
new opportunities. I established 
new networks, and my research 

outputs increased through 
attending the conferences which 
were made possible by attending 

the Lindau Meeting. 
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Hlamulo Makelane
2017 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Organic pollution, waste water, science, technology and 
innovation (STI), environmental assessment

Institution at time of selection University of the Western Cape/Human Sciences Research 
Council (HSRC)

Education level at time of selection PhD

Current education level PhD

Current position Research Project Manager, University of Cape Town 

I heard about the Lindau Meeting from an ASSAf call, and I 
decided to apply because I believed it was a great platform for 
me as a young scientist. The science outreach programme held 
by ASSAf before the Lindau Meeting offered me an opportunity to 
express my passion and the importance of science to future young 
scientists. The importance of attending the Lindau Meeting, for 
me, was learning from other young scientists, and sharing our 
experiences of our science journey. The Lindau Meeting exposed 
us to different ways of looking at science and its impact in solving 
global challenges. 

The Nobel Laureates came to the meeting to both share their knowledge 
and learn from the young scientists, while the young scientists came to 
learn from and be motivated by the Nobel Laureates and other young 
scientists. For young scientists, we strive to sharpen our research and 
contribute to the broader scale of science knowledge. Attending the 
Lindau Meeting provided an opportunity to do so. 

As young scientists, we believe that what we do today contributes to the 
future of science. Therefore, we have continued the network started 
during the Lindau Meeting. The best networking strategies that I have 
found is to be yourself, believe that you are the best at what you do, 
be open to meeting new people, and 
learn from each other. Networking gives 
a broader perspective of the world in 
a single meeting, and it provides an 
understanding of the challenges other 
young scientists face around the world. 
It also provides the opportunity to learn 
more about new discoveries which have 
been going on in the science world, which 
is something that might have taken a while 
for you to hear about otherwise. 

Interactions with other young scientists 
taught me that science does not have 
borders. This means that we conduct 
research to make a difference in the 

 The Lindau Meeting was a great 
opportunity that I will treasure 

forever. The Nobel Laureates’ talks 
were very informative, interesting, 

inspiring, and motivated me to 
continue with my research. The 
people that I was surrounded 

with saw greatness in each other, 
that we did not see in ourselves. I 
was impressed by the fact that as 
many women participated in the 
meeting as men, and I strongly 

encourage other young scientists, 
especially women, to consider this 
career and life-changing Meeting 

and apply to participate. 

Hlamulo enjoying a meal with other young scientists and 
Sir John Ernest Walker (Chemistry 1997)
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world, and not only within our respective countries. Most of our 
objectives are similar, and when compared with the rest of the 
world, the South African science system is doing amazing work 
in the research space. If South Africa continues with the plans 
and investments made towards scientific research, the solutions 
to the country’s challenges will be addressed in time. However, 
I also learnt from a few young scientists that there is room for 
improvement and that private-public partnerships should be 
encouraged more. 

Attending the Lindau Meeting opened up new opportunities 
for me. I was invited to attend a reception on ‘Science Meets 
Business’, on behalf of the Minister for Science, Research and 
the Arts of the State of Baden-Württemberg, Mrs Theresia Bauer 
and her delegation, at the Southern African-German Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry. Thereafter, I presented my research 
project at the 5th International Conference on Pure and Applied 
Chemistry (ICPAC), in Flic en Flac, Mauritius. I was also requested by 
the Trinity College Postdoctoral Society at Cambridge University, 
to give a seminar, engage with other academics, as well as attend 
cultural exchanges with another postdoctoral fellow. 

One of the significant aspects that the Lindau Meeting changed 
for me is that it sharpened my research methodology. After the 
meeting, I was forced to challenge my thoughts and ask questions 
on how my research aligned with the country’s science policy. This 
was prompted after having a long discussion with Martin Chalfie 
(Chemistry 2008), one of the Nobel Laureates, regarding this. The Lindau Meeting provided a broad view that enhanced 
my knowledge of the scientific landscape and it helped focus my research. I now link my research to other fields by paying 
closer attention to the public debate around scientific outcomes and the future of science. ‘The Ethics in Science’ session 
was highly insightful, given that ethics in science is always in question, and as scientists, we need to constantly evaluate 
our ethics. Only thereafter should the drive towards achieving the best results and publications be brought to focus.  

As young female scientists, the Lindau Meeting valued our contribution to the field of science. The attendance of young 
female scientists was a great opportunity towards closing the gender gap. Being in an environment that treated male and 
female scientists equally enabled young female scientists to see potential for growth in their scientific careers, despite the 
challenges that are still faced in the field. 

My most memorable moment from the 67th Lindau Meeting was being one of the speakers during the farewell address, 
and giving the closing remarks by representing young scientists. Significantly, I was also invited to attend the Baden-
Württemberg Post-Conference Programme for Young Scientists after the Lindau Meeting. The opportunity to discover 
Baden-Württemberg’s research community by myself was an honour. On the sixth day, we visited universities and research 
institutions in the field of chemistry in order to discover scientific highlights, meet other young scientists and professors 
from all over the world, and to find out more about opportunities to pursue an academic career in Baden-Württemberg. 

I had the opportunity to interact with many Nobel Laureates during the Lindau Meeting. My favourite was Martin Chalfie 
(Chemistry 2008). This is because we had a long discussion  about how science should be taken out of the lab and 
into society, and how science policies should include scientists when they are being formulated. The following Nobel 
Laureates also inspired me in many ways: Peter Agre (Chemistry 2003), Sir John Ernest Walker (Chemistry 1997), Harald 
Zur Hausen (Medicine 2008) and Ben Feringa (Chemistry 2016). Learning more about their different fields inspired me to 
look at my research in new ways and integrate my methodology with other fields. Doing this helped me to have a broader 
understanding of the science landscape, while keeping my research objectives in focus. The Nobel Laureates’ journeys 
taught me that science is an interesting journey of discovering things through research, and while some discoveries were 
unplanned, they got a breakthrough by following up on their curiosity. The interactions with the Nobel Laureates changed 
the way I look at academia, and helped me position myself to be a voice for other young scientists through my work and 
achievements. ❍

Hlamulo making the farewell address

Hlamulo with Prof Harald zur Hausen (Medicine 2008) 
and fellow young scientist, Dr Phuti Chelopo-Mgobozi
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Mark Williams-Wynn
2017 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Chemical separations and thermodynamics 

Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN)

Education level at time of selection PhD 

Current education level PhD

Current position Postdoctoral fellowship at UKZN

The first I heard of the Lindau Nobel 
Laureate Meeting was when my 
supervisor, Prof Deresh Ramjugernath, 
asked if he could nominate me to 
attend the 67th Lindau Meeting. The 
selection process was rigorous, and it 
was four months after I submitted my 
application that I received an email 
informing me that I had been selected. 
The travel arrangements for the South 
African delegates were organised by 
ASSAf, who took care of all the logistics. 
As there were several South African 
delegates travelling to Lindau from 
different universities and research 
organisations, ASSAf organised a pre-
meeting, where we met with the other 
chosen delegates. Several Lindau Alumni were also invited to this gathering to share their experiences and 
give us advice on how we should approach the Lindau Meeting. 

For my stay, I chose to be hosted by Lindau residents, rather than stay in hotel accommodation. My host family was 
exceptional. They went so far as to organise transport from the airport in Munich to Lindau and ensured that I got onto 
the correct train when leaving. During my stay, we had many discussions, which varied from the nuances of our cultural 
differences, to topics raised at the Lindau Meeting, to sport, politics, and everything in between.

During the Lindau Meeting, there were numerous programme additions to which only a small group of young researchers 
were invited. As far as I could tell, all the participants were afforded the opportunity to attend at least one. These were 
often sponsored by research organisations or multinational companies and I was fortunate enough to be invited to 
attend two events. The first event was the Summer Festival of Science, which took place on the evening before the official 
opening of the Lindau Meeting, and was hosted by the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research. 

During this event, I conversed with CEOs and vice-presidents from large multinational companies, such as the Linde 
Group, Cabot Corporation and Lockheed Martin. In addition, I was able to get to know the other young scientists who 
were invited. The second event was an extraordinary experience: a flight in a zeppelin. This was part of an introduction to 
the ‘Clockwork Ocean’ expedition being undertaken by the Helmholtz-Zentrum Geesthacht of the Helmholtz Association. 
We were introduced to the methodology and equipment used to study the behaviour and impact of water eddies in 
the seas and oceans. Thereafter, we were taken on a 45-minute flight in the zeppelin for a magical view of Lindau and 
the Bodensee from 300 metres in the air. We were joined on this flight by two Nobel Laureates, Prof Agre and Prof 
Shechtman, who were just as enthralled as we were by the views that unfolded.

The Lindau island harbour at sunset 



56

The lectures that stood out the most for me were those in which the Nobel 
Laureates chose to share their personal experiences as researchers. The 
lectures by Laureates such as Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 2003), Prof 
Dan Shechtman (Chemistry 2011) and Prof Martin Chalfie (Chemistry 
2008) made an impact on me. After the lectures in the morning, each 
Nobel Laureate held a discussion session in the afternoon with the 
young scientists. I found Prof Shechtman’s discussion session particularly 
pertinent, as we chatted about science entrepreneurship and education. 
All those who attended Prof Shechtman’s session were greatly inspired 
by his attitude towards life, and what he is devoting his time to at present. 
There was a strong emphasis on women in STEM at the 2017 Lindau 
Meeting. As such, many of the opportunities for young scientists in 
discussion panels and during sessions were given to women. This was 
in stark contrast to the fact that only one of the 29 Nobel Laureates that 
were present was a woman – Prof Ada Yonath (Chemistry 2009). Prof 
Yonath was given the opportunity to present the last lecture of the 67th 
Lindau Meeting and it was one of the best-received, 
culminating in resounding applause.

On the final day of the Lindau Meeting, we were 
treated to a boat ride to the ‘garden island’ of 
Mainau, where we spent the day. Two occurrences 
here boded well for women in STEM: During the 
closing panel discussion on ‘Ethics in Science’, a 
young researcher, Dr Karen Stroobants from the 
University of Cambridge, was by far the stand-out 
panel member, and eclipsed the otherwise male-
dominated panel. Secondly, Dr Hlamulo Makelane, 
from South Africa, was asked to give the closing 
remarks for the Lindau Meeting on behalf of the 
young scientists. Her heartfelt and emotive speech 
did South Africa, and women in science, incredibly 
proud. It is only through having open science, that 
science will truly be able to flourish. Through the 
communication of science, there will be greater 
support and improved uptake of research ideas. ❍

 Everything considered, the 
Lindau Meeting was a once-in-a-
lifetime experience that I would 
recommend to everyone and 

anyone who is eligible to attend. 
Were it not for the fact that young 

scientists are only afforded the 
opportunity to attend once, I 

would have applied immediately 
for the next Meeting.

A group of the young scientists afforded the opportunity to have a 
flight in a zeppelin, together with Nobel Laureate, Prof Peter Agre

The 2017 Lindau Meeting International Day was hosted by Mexico. 
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Retha Peach
2017 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Polymer and membrane development chemistry

Institution at time of selection North-West University

Education level at time of selection MSc Chemistry

Current education level PhD

Current position Team leader Technologies for Water Electrolysis, Helhmholtz 
Institute Erlangen-Nürnberg for Renewable Energies (HI ERN)

ASSAf sent information to all postgraduate students in our chemistry department regarding the 67th Lindau 
Meeting (2017). I expressed my interest in applying to my supervisor, Prof Henning Krieg, who supported me. 

At the time of the application in 2016, I was on a German Academic 
Exchange Service (DAAD) scholarship, visiting a collaborating 
partner at the University of Stuttgart in Germany. My research 
tenure there influenced me a great deal, and provided the 
inputs for me to realise the benefit of scientific exchange on 
an international level. The pre-meeting hosted by ASSAf was a 
valuable time to get to know the South African and other African 
delegates, and I found this a very enriching experience. It was a 
reminder that we are all investing effort in our work, ready to 
compete with the very best in science. As part of the pre-meeting, 
the science outreach programme was a chance to convey this 
message to the science-minded teens in Ga-Rankuwa, South 
Africa. Having the opportunity to share the possibilities available 
to those who are willing to put in the hard work, was highly 
encouraging.

The Lindau Meeting offers the unique opportunity to exchange ideas and 
dreams between young scientists and esteemed Nobel Laureates in a 
supportive way across many fields. What was really marvellous about the 
Lindau Meeting, was that apart from the Nobel Laureates’ presentations, 

there were also scientific dinners and 
discussion panels arranged, with invited 
guests from the industry. There was 
sufficient time to interact and discuss 
the content of these sessions with fellow 
scientists from around the world, which 
provided even more depth. 

The six-day Lindau programme allowed 
for all sorts of conversation, and 
resulted in meaningful connections 
across different fields, with scientists 
from around the world. It was a truly 
incredible opportunity to network. 

The Lindau Meeting was a 
gathering of brilliant young 

scientists, bright and passionate 
about their future and research, 
while discovering how much they 

have in common over a meal 
and beer in the beautiful setting 

of Lindau. It was a wonderful 
combination of being inspired 

by the Nobel Prize winners, and 
the realisation of what we could 
achieve once we put our passion 

and efforts into it. 

With fellow South African young scientists at the International Day 
hosted by Mexico in 2017
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The dialogue spurred by the African breakfast made me realise how privileged our universities in South Africa are in 
many aspects, as opposed to the rest of the continent. As South Africans, we have done research in an industry-driven 
environment due to our dependence on funding, while many European and American institutes have ongoing and 
dedicated support for studies. To my mind, this is the perfect partnership to achieve the breakthroughs which we aim for 
in our science, and upon finishing my PhD in 2019, I realised the goal of pursuing a postdoctoral degree abroad, with a 
group driving research for sustainable energies, and developing technologies for the benefit of all. 

At the Lindau Meeting, female researchers were well 
represented, at around 50 per cent. This was a clear 
indication that more women were confidently pursuing 
opportunities, and aspired to greater heights within 
their field of research. I was also privileged to get to 
know my South African female compatriots better, and 
I was extremely inspired by them and what they have 
achieved in their science careers. 

We were fortunate to share a breakfast and lunch with 
Nobel Laureate Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 2003). The 
humility with which he discussed what he has achieved 
over the past 30 years was remarkable. He did not set 
out to work towards receiving a Nobel Prize, but was 
rather driven by his passion for his research and the 
difference he could make to people’s everyday lives. 
His contribution towards malaria research has been invaluable, and through it all he has remained humble. Another 
Nobel Prize winner who stood out for me, was Prof Ada E Yonath (Chemistry 2009). During her talk, I was moved by her 
passion and perseverance as a woman who had set out to do it all and achieved her goals. She was truly inspiring as a 
wife, mother, scientist and Nobel Prize winner. 

The lecture sessions prepared by the Nobel Laureates were particularly interesting. I found the opening session – ‘The 
Joy of Discovery’ – with Nobel Laureate Prof Bernard Feringa (Chemistry 2016), especially intriguing as he had won the 
Nobel Prize in Chemistry the year before. There was also a session titled ‘Discussion with Young Scientists’, which allowed 
for further dialogue with the attendees. This provided some insight into the research conducted within Prof Feringa’s 
team, before there was even mention of them being considered for a Nobel Prize. There were some inspiring ‘behind-
the-scenes’ questions and answers which made it clear that he was very proud and appreciative of the efforts of his whole 
team, no matter how small the contribution. 

The panel discussion on ‘Science Careers’ was also a highlight for me. Invited speakers included industry player May Shana’a 
from Beiersdorf R&D as well as Emeritus Director Sir John Walker from the Medical Research Centre of the Mitochondrial 
Biology Unit in Cambridge. These discussions provided broad insights into the impact that scientific advances have, 
on both academics and the public. As I was close to completing my PhD, these perspectives were invaluable to me in 
deciding where I was heading next. There was ample opportunity to network at the Lindau Meeting. Attending topic 
specific lunches and dinners provided the impetus to continue these discussions with other young scientists from our 
field. The social gatherings at large dinners allowed us to reach out to a broader group, and these gatherings broached 
topics such as where to pursue postdoctoral positions and what fellowships to apply for. The Lindau Meeting supplied us 
with a contact book of all attendees, while the Lindau Alumni network provided assistance as well, so much so that after 
the Lindau Meeting, I was fortunate enough to meet up with Alumni at other conferences. ❍

With other young scientists on the picturesque Lindau island
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Rozanne Bester
2017 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Environmental economics, system dynamics

Institution at time of selection University of Pretoria

Education level at time of selection MCom Economics

Current education level MCom Economics

Current position Researcher, Institute of Water Research, Rhodes University

Prof James Blignaut (my supervisor) emailed me after my last 
coursework examination, attaching an invitation to apply to 
attend the Lindau Meeting in Germany, the following year.  My 
professor said he would look over our applications if we were 
interested in attending, but his offer to do so would soon expire.

Since the Lindau Meeting would only occur the following year, it would be 
a big commitment as I did not know what 2017 would hold. I have met 
very few young economists who would willingly present their research in 
front of their own faculty, let alone to an unknown audience in a foreign 
country. Most economics students hope to shuffle off their thesis as a part 
time component and find a job at a bank or international organisation.  
For me, getting funding to attend an international conference seemed 
like a better option, and, since the email stated that applications for this funding were limited, this appealed to me even 
more. The moment after pressing ‘send’, up until the night I sat on a bench in the Lindau harbour, was a blurred madness. 
I had found, in attendance of the Lindau Meeting, people with passion for their own future, ambitious, learned and 
gathered to meet Laureates whose canonised thoughts they knew better than their own minds. 

The Lindau Meeting was by far the most well-organised academic event I had ever attended. Unlike most regional 
conferences, many seats at Lindau were occupied by young scientists from all over the world in a jetlag coma, on the 
first few days. We were enraptured by a body of economists whose ideas, books and words legitimised trillions of dollars 
spread about on earth, changing it and the lives of its human inhabitants. Conferences are a rite of passage, the womb 
in which we mature in our capacity to criticise and be criticised with the constant download of terminology and facts 
depositing themselves in rich strata for future mining. 

Aside from meeting the Nobel Laureates, the 
best part of the conference was the late night/
early morning conversation with a host of 
new friends. We gathered in the near empty  
squares, and shared our experiences. Old 
Europe displayed in ancient architecture 
all around us, forming the backdrop to our 
enthusiasm for the new world. Everyone was 
open and willing to share their thoughts, research 
and lives throughout the many social events. 
Friendships were easy to reap in the myriad of 
everyday experiences and connections. From 
all this though, I can boast only one lasting  
collaboration, which hailed from a Nigerian 
young scientist. Although, there is an advantage 

Having attended the Lindau 
Meeting, I now possess a fast 
download link of experiential 

knowledge and news that one 
cannot get access to through 

other available media.

Rozanne with fellow young scientists during the Bavarian night
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to owning a selection of friendly email addresses and cell phone numbers from a diverse set of countries, which has 
emerged in later years. I also collected a variety of lived experiences on policy and governmental practice , which has 
been particularly enlightening. 

Many of the brilliant young scientists were not that different to the colleagues I studied with at the University of Pretoria. The 
presentations of attendees’ work were the type of content one would hear in department seminars.  I braced myself to be 
surrounded by the most excellent of people; instead I found a copy of my Masters class, and the familiar PhD candidates. 
However, it was a copy polished with determination, equipped with a 
formidable set of connections and in possession of affiliations to world-
renowned institutions. In terms of revolutionary thought or extraordinary 
action, there were a few that stood out for their unparalleled activity in 
political and social affairs. On the whole, however, comparing the brilliant 
young minds at the Lindau Meeting to those back home, boiled down 
to a difference of capability, and not ability. This revelation inspired a 
considerable amount of confidence in me.  

On the last day of the Lindau Meeting, Vinh Nguyen and I stood on 
the upper deck of a cruise ship, and while traversing the Bodensee we 
spoke frankly about the realities of wanting to be a career academic. We 
compared notes about the limited space at the top, the intergenerational 
passing of the torch of thought-leadership between supervisor and 
student, i.e. when your Nobel Laureate supervisor endorses you, the 
world listens, as well as the necessity, for the sake of your mental health, to adopt realistic expectations for your future. 
Maturity is a process of accepting what you cannot change, while rebellion also wages a continuous war against your 
limitations. Upon later reflection of these observations, I understood for the first time my place in the system and could 
find rest. ❍

The Lindau Meeting certainly 
attracts the inspired and 

educated, and the attendees 
were generally well travelled, well 
integrated and well-read in all the 

facets of political economy and 
the ways of the world.
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Adriana Marais
2016 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Quantum biology

Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN)

Education level at time of selection PhD

Current education level Currently busy with 2nd PhD at GSB, UCT, Team dynamics in 
extreme environments 

Current position Founder of Proudly Human, Director at Foundation for Space 
Development, member of DHET Ministerial Task Team on 
Fourth Industrial Revolution, Faculty at Singularity University 
and Duke Corporate Education and astronaut candidate with 
Mars One Project

In 2016 I was nominated to attend the Lindau Meeting, by Prof Quarraisha Abdool Karim at the UKZN. At the 
time, I was a postdoctoral researcher in quantum biology in Prof Francesco Petruccione’s Quantum Research 
Group, also at UKZN.
 
As part of the Lindau Meeting’s programme, I was invited to participate in the Mars, Incorporated Science Breakfast. 
The panel discussion focussed on the question, ‘Why Does Soft Matter Matter?’. As a final round astronaut candidate 
with The Mars One Project, I had hoped at the time to launch the first crew to the red planet in 2026, and I wanted to 
show that there was more to my participation in the Mars panel discussion than a play on words. It was daunting to give 
my opinion alongside such accomplished 
scientists and Nobel Prize winners, but in 
the end we had an animated discussion 
on topics such as genetic modification, 
artificial intelligence and extra-terrestrial 
life. As a researcher in quantum biology,  
I addressed the category of the soft matter 
that constitutes living organisms. I think the 
most profound contributions of science to 
humanity are towards answering the big 
questions, like ‘What is life?’ The emergence 
of life from the inanimate matter of which 
it is constituted, is one of the biggest open 
problems in science today. I think we 
understand more about the origins of the 
universe than we do about the origins of life. 
Research in the field of quantum biology is 
already contributing to the development of 
highly efficient, biologically-inspired artificial photosynthetic systems that are essential for both renewable energy and 
food security, while simultaneously raising fascinating questions about the origins and nature of life itself.
 
For me, the overwhelming take-home message from discussions with the Nobel Laureates and young scientists, is that 
we are living in a unique era in which we are experiencing unprecedented innovation and development in science and 
technology. This includes global challenges of unprecedented scale and gravity. In education, in fundamental and applied 
scientific research, and in industry, we need to acknowledge the role of the interdisciplinary collaboration that will be 
essential for tackling and solving the challenges that humanity faces this millennium. 

Adriana Marais, Nobel Laureate Steven Chu, and Antonio Redondo, senior 
scientist at Los Alamos National Laboratory, discuss the importance of soft 

matter at the Mars Science Breakfast.
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As one of the South African young scientists who attended the Lindau Meeting in 2016, we published an article in the South 
African Journal of Science  on the diversity, or lack thereof, of the participants. We concluded that the benefits of attending 
the 66th Lindau Meeting were significant, and that scientific development could be improved by increased diversity of 
participation. Young female scientists were under-represented, but slightly better represented than the female Nobel 
Laureates. It was observed that there were regions that were highly under-represented, both in terms of the number 
of attendees and the number of young scientists who were given an opportunity to present their work. A correlation 
between the number of Nobel Laureates and young scientists who attended the 66th Lindau Meeting was also noted. 
Representatives from developed countries dominated the Lindau Meeting because of the socio-political power that these 
nations have held over the last century. Less economically developed 
countries, which were mostly under-represented at the Lindau Meeting, 
were noted to spend far less on education as a proportion of their GDPs 
when compared to the government expenditure on education by more 
developed countries. Let us change this by having a strong female, South 
African and African contingent applying and participating annually.
   
Young scientists typically have only one opportunity to return to the 
Lindau Meeting, and that is as a Nobel Prize winner. However, I found a 
loophole, and was invited back as the Master of Ceremony for the opening 
ceremony, and panellist for the closing discussion in 2019 as South Africa 
was hosting the International Day in that year. Since my attendance in 
2016, I have left academia, and recently established a movement called 
Proudly Human, which was created to drive research and technology to 
explore beyond planet Earth. I had the opportunity to discuss my belief, 
with both Nobel Laureates and young scientists, that living on more than 
one planet is an important part of evolving into a more advanced and more knowledgeable society. I even expanded 
Proudly Human’s network of contributors towards developing infrastructure and community spirit in the most extreme 
and resource-constrained environments on Earth, in preparation for the first communities on the Moon and Mars in the 
near future.
  
Some of my highlights with the Laureates included welcoming Nobel Laureate Prof Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011) to the 
stage in the opening ceremony, to speak about unprecedented technological advancement and the unsustainable use of 
the Earth’s resources. I had the opportunity to congratulate Nobel Laureate Prof Donna Strickland (Physics 2018) for her 
outstanding work, her Nobel Prize in physics, and for being the first woman to receive a Nobel Prize in Physics since the 
Moon landing. I also received a hug from Nobel Laureate Prof Gerard ‹t Hooft (Physics 1999), an ambassador for the Mars 
One Project back in 2016, who wished me luck for the journey to Mars. I enjoyed increasingly mysterious conversations 

with Nobel Laureate Prof Brian Josephson (Physics 
1973) in 2016 and again in 2019. He was awarded the 
Nobel Prize for work done at the age of 22, and for 
the past few decades has been investigating quantum 
mysticism. 

I am still in contact with other young scientists whom 
I met at the Lindau Meeting regarding collaborations 
that include generating power for Proudly Human’s 
Off-World: Antarctica Project through thermoelectric 
materials, and working towards printing organic 
photovoltaics from sand for Off-World: Ethiopia. These 
are all in preparation for the journey to Mars, which will 
inspire new ways of thinking about society, science and 
technology, and which, I am convinced, will produce 
an array of Nobel Prize winning ideas from the next 
generation of young scientists. ❍

It was an honour to be able to 
participate in the exchange of 

knowledge, ideas and experience 
between Nobel Laureates and 

young scientists, as well as to be 
able to share what I learnt at the 

Lindau Meeting with scientists 
back in South Africa.

Adriana as the Master of Ceremonies at the 2019 Lindau 
Meeting opening ceremony. 
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Gregory Jackson
2016 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Theoretical and statistical physics

Institution at time of selection University of Cape Town (UCT)

Education level at time of selection Honours

Current education level Masters

Current position PhD Candidate at the University of Bern

I heard about the Lindau Meeting from the Head of Department of Physics at UCT, Prof Andy Buffler. He 
wrote a recommendation letter on my behalf, as did my supervisor at the time, Prof Andre Peshier. Prof 
Peshier regaled me with his own memories of attending the Lindau Meeting more than two decades ago, 
and when I heard about his interactions with the giants of science in our field, I was motivated to apply. The 
pre-meeting, which ASSAf organised for the South African delegates to get to know one another ahead of the 
Lindau Meeting, was really beneficial. 

I find international conferences for my field of research to be absolutely crucial. I have been to several which have been a 
lot more specialised, and therefore a lot more stressful. This is because usually you are required to give a talk or present 
a poster. However, the Lindau Meeting is not designed to deal with the specifics of your research, although there are 
many opportunities to discuss this in a variety of different formats. The delegates are all from a very broad scientific 
background. For instance, the year I attended had a physics theme, but there were scientists in attendance, ranging 
from fields like nuclear physics, to astronomy and material science. In 
addition, sometimes when you find someone who is working on a topic 
that is in the neighbourhood of your research, you try really hard to find 
something in common, and it is great when you do.  This is one of the 
main benefits of the Lindau Meeting, as this variety gives you a broad 
picture of science in general. I have found that it is easy to get caught 
up in the minutiae of your research, and so the interactions with so 
many other young scientists, in a wide variety of fields, gives you a fresh 
perspective on your own research.  

A few months after the Lindau Meeting, many of the young scientists 
exchanged a few emails and connected on LinkedIn and other social 
media platforms. Since the last Lindau Meeting in 2019, which was also a 
physics meeting, I got in contact with Julia Healey and Tariq Blecher, who 
were on the South African team. Subsequently, Julia and I were able to 
meet up shortly afterwards because Switzerland (where I had moved to) 
is quite close to Lindau.

I attended the Lindau Meeting with the aim of meeting a few specific 
Laureates who have played an important role in my field of theoretical 
physics. Nobel Laureates Profs Martinus Veltman (Physics 1999) and Gerard ‘t Hooft (Physics 1999), are names that 
are found in every textbook on quantum field theory I have ever studied, and so I really wanted to meet them if I could.  
I met both Nobel Laureates briefly, and it was wonderful to actually talk with Prof Gerard ‘t Hooft as he came up with an 
idea that has always fascinated me, called Dimensional Regularisation. The idea, which is used often in theoretical physics, 
is funny and quite bizarre, and I think, a good example of creativity in science. I also had a brief conversation with Nobel  
Laureate Prof David Gross (Physics 2004), but he was in high demand and only at the Lindau Meeting for a day. He 
is famous for discovering, (along with Profs Frank Wilczek and David Politzer) why the nucleus of an atom holds itself 
together, which is closely related to my research, and so I am glad that I managed to talk to him. My advice to all future 

It is very important to encourage 
young learners to engage with 
science and technology. The 

only reason I am where I am, is 
because of the amazing support I 
have received from others. It is for 
this reason that I made the special 

effort to support this initiative. I 
would like to thank ASSAf and DSI 
for giving me the chance to meet 
my heroes at the Lindau Nobel 

Laureate Meeting.
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attendees is to track down your preferred Nobel Laureate as soon as 
possible, because they might not be there for the whole week. 

Of the many interactions I hold in high regard, there were two that 
stood out for me the most. Nobel Laureate Prof William D Phillips 
(Physics 1997), famous for doing experimental work into Bose-Einstein 
condensate, attended a South African lunch that we hosted. He is 
really charismatic and seems to have a deep knowledge about almost 
everything. One particularly memorable interaction with Prof Phillips,  
was when he discussed physical units and how we measure them. At the 
time, these were about to undergo a revolution, and a lot of the standards 
for fundamental constants were going to change. The National Institute 
for Standards and Technology in the USA had a little card featuring the 
old constants, and since these were about to be phased out, Prof Phillips 
gave them to us. Even though these are things I know by heart, it was great 
to have a souvenir. Another Nobel Laureate who made an impression 
on me, was Prof Carl Wieman (Physics 2001). He was also awarded his 
Nobel Prize for Bose-Einstein condensate. 
However, he changed direction, and went on 
to work in physics education. I was intrigued 
by him because he has put a lot of thought 
into how to go about teaching physics in a 
very efficient way. Not only teaching the 
facts and ideas of physics, but also instilling 
a sense of what it means to be a responsible 
scientist in the 21st century. Having heard 
Prof Carl Wieman talk about these things, 
made me better appreciate that teaching 
and research should go hand-in-hand, and 
that they can complement one another in 
quite remarkable ways. 

The Lindau Meeting’s programme is unique, 
because it is made up of lectures and Agora 
Talks, as well as some Master Classes and 
panel discussions. I found this variety be-
neficial, and I enjoyed them all thoroughly. 
I thought the panel discussions and Open 
Exchanges were the most interesting because of the views and questions that came from the audience. The South African 
team had the opportunity to lunch with Nobel Laureate Prof William D Phillips, which was especially useful. Another 
memorable moment for me was the African Breakfast with all the young scientists from the African countries. It was 
marvellous to meet delegates from across the continent.  

The Lindau Meeting impacted my own research in quite a significant way. I recently did work that involves neutrinos in 
the early universe, which is something I had not worked on before, nor did I know much about. However, at the Lindau 
Meeting, one of the speakers was Nobel Laureate Prof Takaaki Kajita (Physics 2015). He was in charge of the Super-
Kamiokande experiment in Japan, for which he was awarded a Nobel Prize for the discovery of neutrino oscillations. 
Incidentally, Prof Kajita came to Bern as well, around two years ago and after seeing his presentation twice, I was finally 
motivated to look into this field. ❍

What I learnt from hearing 
about the journeys of the Nobel 
Laureates can be summed up 
by this quotation, ‘the Master 

has failed more times than the 
beginner has even tried.’ This 

inspired me to embrace failure with 
a slightly more positive outlook, 

and it has certainly taught me that 
perseverance is a very important 

quality in a scientist as well. 

Gregory as a young scientist
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Nicholas Eugene Engelbrecht
2016 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Space physics, plasma turbulence, diffusion

Institution at time of selection North-West University

Education level at time of selection PhD

Current education level PhD

Current position Associate Professor

The Lindau Meeting is a high-calibre conference in every sense 
of the word. It has a unique openness to it, an atmosphere of 
inspiration as well as of aspiration that I had not encountered 
before attending. It is a reminder of the true spirit of discovery. 

Attending international conferences is essential to the development of a 
young scientist. Exposure to different ways of thinking and doing things 
in your field is a vital part of expanding your horizons. The soft skills, such 
as presenting, among other capabilities that you acquire, have become 
progressively more important in the development of a young scientist. 
The higher the calibre of the conference, the better, as such conferences 
expose a young scientist to the best their field has to offer. This includes 
networking opportunities, that lead to opportunities for collaboration as 
well as for future career moves. 

Meeting the other young scientists at the Lindau Meeting was wonderful, 
as is to be expected when you find yourself in the presence of those that 
share your enthusiasm and passion for physics. I particularly remember 
the atmosphere of openness, of discovery, and sharing. Subsequently, on the basis of discussions held at the Lindau 
Meeting on representation in the sciences, some alumni and I wrote a paper on this topic, which was published in the 
South African Journal of Science (SAJS).1 

Meeting the Laureates was the highlight of the entire conference. It is an opportunity to learn from the best of the best. 
ASSAf arranged an academic lunch with Prof Bill Phillips (Physics 1997) which was a particular highlight for me. I very much 
enjoyed the range and scope of the lectures, which gave me unparalleled insight into many different fields of physics. 
The talks by Prof Steven Chu (Physics 1997) and Prof Dan Shechtman (Chemistry 2011) were particularly inspiring, as 
examples of eminent scientists with immense enthusiasm and passion for their work. ❍

1   Ndlovu SC, Marais A, Shabangu PT, Noto LL, Greiner JN, Engelbrecht NE, et al. Diversity of participant representation within the 
66th Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting. S Afr J Sci. 2018;114(3/4), Art. #a0263, 4 pages. http://dx.doi. org/10.17159/sajs.2018/a0263

Prior to this conference, I must 
confess to being quite an introvert, 

which is not ideal in terms of 
networking and collaboration. 

During the Lindau Meeting, in its 
uniquely open atmosphere, this 
changed for me. As such, it has 

been invaluable in my subsequent 
career, and has helped me 

establish meaningful research 
collaborations in my field.

Paper published by Eugene and other Lindau Alumni
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Sphumelele Ndlovu 
2016 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Laser ranging modelling and analysis

Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal

Education level at time of selection Masters

Current education level PhD

Current position Acting Managing Director at Indabuko Institute

I saw the open call to attend the Lindau Meeting online while  
I was browsing for opportunities for physics PhD graduates. My 
passion for science and my willingness to acquire new skills and 
gain new knowledge was all the motivation I needed to send in 
my application. I received assistance with my application from 
my PhD supervisor, Prof Ludwig Combrinck, in the form of a 
recommendation letter, and on reading all the positive things 
he wrote about me, I was really encouraged to continue working 
hard. 

The importance of an international conference really depends on the 
benefits you gain from them as an individual. The African continent 
lags behind the rest of the world when it comes to current topics 
in scientific research and development. This means that attending 
international conferences – which are open to delegates from almost all 
countries – and being part of the current 
conversation, allows you to develop a 
new set of skills. Attendance also enables 
you to collaborate with global scientists 
and inspires you to develop locally based 
research and development laboratories 
on a par with what you would find in the 
rest of the world.  

When I attended the 2016 Lindau Meeting, 
I was still finalising my PhD. The selection 
to attend the Lindau Meeting brought 
with it a lot of publicity, which resulted in 
me being invited to the Union Buildings 
for a meeting with Silas Zimu, the former 
energy advisor, and Dr Bheki Mfeka, 
the former economics advisor to the 
president. This led to the establishment 
of the Indabuko Institute. I was able to set 
up a team comprising five young, vibrant, 
black members, including Dr Luyanda 
Noto, who was also part of the South 
African delegation that attended the 2016 Lindau Meeting. Our team was one of the first to set up a locally based lithium-
ion research and development laboratory and, in addition, we were able to garner support from the Department of Trade 
and Industry through their Technology and Human Resources for Industry Programme grant.  This has been the biggest 

An incredible moment with Prof Steven Chu (Physics 1997) and fellow South 
African scientists, Dr Luyanda Noto and Dr Siyambonga Matshawule

Due to my attendance of the 
Lindau Meeting, I received 
the 2019 M&G Young 200 

award, proof that international 
conferences, specifically the 

Lindau Meeting, bring recognition, 
as well as encouraging young 
scientists to be independent.
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highlight of my career, as we met many young scientists who, at the time, were already self-employed through scientific 
laboratories much like the Indabuko Institute.

Before the Lindau Meeting, I had already started to connect through science with people from South Africa, the African 
continent, and the rest of the world. This was due to the publicity that I received immediately after my selection. I enjoyed 
not only conversing with the other young scientists, but also taking the opportunity to publish a paper together. The paper 
focused on the diversity within the Lindau Meeting, and was published by 
the South African Journal of Science. One of the topics we discussed was 
women in science. We found that young female scientists were under-
represented at the Lindau Meeting, but were slightly better represented 
than female Nobel Laureates. 

I saw an improvement, however, when I viewed the 2019 Lindau Meeting 
Report (Physics Meeting), and I was thoroughly impressed. Penning this 
paper collaboratively was just one example of some of the long-reaching, 
special bonds I formed with other young scientists, like my long-standing 
connection with fellow attendee, Dr Zaynah Dhunsy from Mauritius, 
whom I had the privilege of meeting with again when she visited South 
Africa in 2019. 
 
Meeting Nobel Laureate Prof William D Phillips (Physics 1997) was fantastic. He engaged his audience thoroughly in his 
presentations and there was something about him that made him easy to communicate with one-to-one. What I learnt 
from this close contact with these ‘heroes’ of science, is that anything is possible as long as you apply your mind and put 
the requisite effort into what you want to achieve. I even wrote a memoir detailing my experiences at the Lindau Meeting, 
which is something I never thought I would do. These great minds made me realise that I am also capable of achieving 
great things, irrespective of where I come from. 

I enjoyed the lectures, panel discussions, Master Classes and lunches with the Nobel Laureates tremendously. Sharing 
meals with the Laureates and other young scientists is not something that you would typically experience at any other 
conference, and these interactions make the Lindau Meeting a truly unique experience. On the last day of the conference, 
on our way back to Lindau from Mainau Island, our entertainer on the boat decided to play Miriam Makeba’s ‘Pata Pata’, 
which immediately resulted in all the African attendees getting up and dancing. It was a joyous moment for everyone. ❍

The South African delegation hosted Prof William D Phillips (Physics 1997) and his wife at a lunch.

We would likely not have had the 
courage to start our own research 
and development laboratory if it 

were not for attending the Lindau 
Meeting.
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Agnes Pholosi
2015 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Chemistry

Institution at time of selection Vaal University of Technology (VUT)

Education level at time of selection PhD candidate

Current education level Doctoral degree

Current position Senior lecturer

I was nominated to attend the Lindau Meeting by 
Prof MJ Moloto from VUT where I work, and where 
I obtained my doctoral degree. I was a doctoral 
candidate at the time, and had not heard about 
the Lindau Meeting. 

I was very excited to receive the news that my application 
was successful, and that I would be joining 67 Nobel 
Laureates and 672 passionate young scientists, from 
88 countries, in Lindau, Germany. I was nominated as 
a Horst Köhler Fellow, supported by the Robert Bosch 
Stiftung and DSI, which paid for my accommodation 
and flights. I am really grateful and humbled to have 
been among the young scientists who were given the 
opportunity to enrich themselves and share the unique 
atmosphere of this phenomenal event. 

The Lindau Meeting opening ceremony started on a high note with a warm welcome from Countess Bettina Bernadotte, 
President of the Council for the Lindau Meetings, as well as an exciting address by then President of the Federal Republic 
of Germany, Joachim Gauck. Day one continued on a high with an invitation to the Africa Outreach Breakfast with former 
President of Germany, Prof Horst Köhler. We were also joined by Prof Francoise Barré-Sinoussi (Physiology or Medicine  
2008) and Prof Stefan HE Kaufmann of the Max Planck Institute. Over breakfast, the African delegates were challenged to 
keep in contact and to come up with ideas for what could be done to develop our continent. We were asked to voice our 

obstacles and what could be done to overcome them.

The mission of the Lindau Meeting is to educate, inspire, and connect. 
It was indeed an inspiring and prestigious gathering with memorable 
lectures from the Nobel Laureates. Prof Oliver Smithies’ (Physiology or 
Medicine 2007) talk focussed on memories and where his ideas have 
come from during his lifetime. Prof Peter C Doherty (Physiology or 
Medicine 1996) spoke about the Killer Defence and Prof Brian P Schmidt 
(Physics 2011) talked about the state of the universe. 

I was also impressed by Prof Eric Betzig (Chemistry 2014) who discussed 
the notion of working where others are not. He explained that he had 
changed his research field because he did not want to do incremental 
things, but rather really big, impactful things, in spaces where researchers 
have not yet overcrowded the field. 

Although I have a background in chemistry, I was also interested to hear more from Prof Francoise Barré-Sinoussi. She 
was awarded her Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 2008 for the discovery of the Human Immunodeficiency Virus 

Sharing breakfast with former President of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, Horst Köhler

I would like to thank ASSAf, DSI 
and the Lindau Meeting Council 

for granting me the opportunity to 
spend an inspiring and motivating 
week with other young scientists 

and Nobel Laureates from 
different parts of the world. Thank 

you for an amazing experience.
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(HIV), and her talk was about the translational science on viral infectious diseases, from the time of Louis Pasteur up until 
today. She also spoke about the discovery of the virus and developing novel therapies. I was so honoured to have had a 
conversation with her during the African Outreach Breakfast, and what was particularly memorable for me was her take 
on collaboration. She said that if people are working in the same research 
field, in the same institution, and not working together, then there is a 
problem. I vowed that once I completed my degree, I would share ideas 
with my fellow scientists in the department, and start collaborations with 
as many like-minded academics as possible. 

Sharing a table with Prof Stephan W Hell (Chemistry 2014) was another 
notable moment. His fascinating talk was titled ‘Optical Microscopy: The 
Resolution Revolution’. He discussed part of his work on the development 
of super-resolved fluorescence microscopy, and explained how the 
resolution limiting role of diffraction was overcome and how living cells 
and tissues can now be imaged at the nanoscale. He talked frankly about 
people not believing in his research in the early stages, and the difficulties 
of surviving both financially and academically. His key message was that 
we should never give up on a concept we believe in, and we should knock 
on closed doors until someone opens them. The point at which I realised 
the beauty of attending the multidisciplinary Lindau Meeting, was when 
I found myself enjoying an enlightening lecture by 
Nobel Laureate Prof Wole Soyinka (Literature 1986). 
It was titled ‘When Survival Seems Learning Enough’ 
– with a focus on education in Africa. I was excited to 
discover that he was born in Nigeria, and is a poet, 
playwright and political activist. 

I had the privilege of engaging with other scientists 
from different fields, which created an environment 
for future collaboration. I connected well with Dr 
Tebo Serite, a biochemist from Botswana and Dr 
Thifhelimbilu Daphney Bucher who works in Nuclear 
Physics at the iThemba LABS in Cape Town. Dr 
Bucher later assisted me with running my analysis at 
their centre. Encountering the high number of female 
participants at the meeting motivated me to be fully 
focused and to complete my doctoral studies. 

I enjoyed the Master Classes, where young scientists were given the opportunity to share their research, followed by a 
broader discussion with the Laureates. The panel discussions were equally intriguing and engaging as Nobel Laureates 
and participants gathered to discuss current issues, followed by questions from the audience. Through topics like 
‘Communication Overkills?’ and ‘The Quest for Interdisciplinarity: Inspiration or Distraction?’, the panel discussions shed 
light on the sometimes blurry concept of interdisciplinarity, and investigated its relevance for scientific breakthrough. 
They also emphasised communication within the sciences, reflecting on ideas like, ‘what is all the effort for?’ and I was 
thoroughly absorbed.

The Lindau Meeting ended with a boat cruise to Mainau Island on Lake Constance. We spent the day at the island and 
witnessed Nobel Laureates signing the Mainau Declaration on Climate Change 2015, which was an emphatic appeal for 
climate protection. We all had the privilege to attend the closing panel on science education. The discussion revealed 
that most students study science because of their curiosity, and major world challenges can be addressed through 
science education. Hence, more science education and infrastructure are needed, especially in Africa. Looking back on 
my experience, I would say to future South African participants, even though it is a hectic week with a tight schedule, take 
advantage of the opportunity and make as many contacts with other young scientists and Nobel Laureates as possible. 
I learnt a lot from the Lindau Meeting, on both a scientific and personal level, and I encourage other young scientists to 
apply for this once-in-a-lifetime experience. ❍

The Lindau Meeting is 
distinguished from typical 

scientific conferences in that 
it makes room for inspiration 
and reflection, for personal 

encounters and intense talks. 
The gathering is a place for the 

exchange of ideas with a view to 
the future, based on knowledge 

and experience.

The Lindau Meeting encourages collaboration among the 
young scientists.
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Deveshnie Mudaly
2015 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Applied mathematics and physics

Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN)

Education level at time of selection Final-year BSc

Current education level Honours in Applied Mathematics

Current position Data analyst at Derivco

I learnt about the Lindau Meeting from Prof Kavilan Moodley, UKZN, during the final year of my BSc degree. 
I applied, in the hopes of meeting the legends of the scientific community. It was an honour to be chosen as 
one of the youngest researchers to represent South Africa at the Lindau Meeting, and it was truly one of the 
most invigorating experiences of my life. 

Set on the banks of Lake Constance, Lindau is one of the most stunning places in the world – the architecture and 9:00pm 
sunsets were incredible to behold. The long days allowed me to explore the surrounding areas, with the added benefit of 
occasionally bumping into a Nobel Laureate on the medieval cobblestone 
streets. Meeting these giants of science, and being privy to their moments 
of joy, and the trials they experienced along their journeys to greatness, 
made me realise that we can all achieve the impossible. 

What sets the Lindau Meeting apart from other conferences is that 
everyone has the opportunity to mingle with the greatest scientific minds 
on the planet, whether that is over a meal, in a question and answer 
session, or in an interactive group session.

Engaging with other young scientists from all over the world was also one 
of the highlights of the Lindau Meeting. As I was interested in cosmology, 
I met many physicists from various countries who were pursuing cutting-
edge research in the field. Making connections was easy, and these new 
bonds initiated my understanding of the different research areas in 
which scientists are working, including 
astrophysics and cosmology. We exchanged 
contact cards, which were provided by the 
Lindau Meeting, to ensure these bonds 
were maintained well beyond the week we 
spent together. Networking at the Lindau 
Meeting was vital in order to interact with 
the most brilliant minds worldwide, and as 
for aspiring young scientists, opportunities 
like this make you realise that you can 
achieve great heights if you are motivated to  
work hard. 

Although there were a few young female 
scientists and Nobel Prize winners at the 
Lindau Meeting, I think there needs to be 
more of an investment regarding women 
in science. Many of those with whom I 

The electric buzz of science 
throughout the Lindau Meeting 
is something spectacular. I am 
grateful for having had the rare 

opportunity to meet the greatest 
minds in various fields, in one of 
the most breathtakingly beautiful 

places in the world.

Meeting Robert Wilson (Physics 1978) with fellow young during an interactive 
group session 
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interacted were working on important projects which are sure to have 
a great impact. Because of my background, I was naturally drawn to 
the research discourses in cosmology and I listened to an insightful 
presentation by Nobel Laureate Prof Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011). It was 
difficult to have direct contact with him during the Meeting; however, he 
set up a question and answer panel in which I participated. He relayed a 
few anecdotes from his initial years as a scholar when he volunteered to 
assist in the physics laboratories. In this way, he was able to interact with 
other scientists who were working on complex projects, and he became 
well acquainted with the laboratory itself.  I realised that his curiosity and 
desire to learn more and grow, aided him throughout his early career. 

The most exciting interactions for me were with Nobel Laureates Prof 
Wilson (Physics 1978) and Prof Saul Perlmutter (Physics 2011). I met 
Prof Wilson at a session where he related 
his experience in discovering the Cosmic 
Microwave Background. This discovery 
changed the face of cosmology, and every 
student reads about it in introductory 
astrophysics and cosmology classes. 
I happened to be sitting next to Prof 
Perlmutter who was doing an interview with 
a reporter from Greece. His discovery of 
the accelerating expansion of the universe 
using type 1a supernovae made a massive 
impact on physics. Once introductions 
were made and he realised that I was a 
student interested in cosmology, he was 
very encouraging and supportive of my 
career. I will never forget my conversation 
with this kind and brilliant man. ❍

The Lindau Meeting represents 
the bonding of the scientific 

community in a way that is truly 
unforgettable. I do not think that 
it can be compared to any other 
conference or gathering because 
meeting the celebrities of science 

is an extraordinary experience.

A serendipitous meeting with Prof Saul Perlmutter (Physics 2011) during 
an interview 
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Kenda Knowles
2015 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Astrophysics and cosmology (physics)

Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN)

Education level at time of selection Bsc Hons (was towards the end of my PhD studies when 
selected)

Current education level PhD

Current position SARAO Postdoctoral Fellow

I heard about the Lindau Meeting through my institute 
– Astrophysics Research Centre (ARC) at UKZN, and was 
encouraged to apply for the Interdisciplinary Meeting in 2015 by 
my postgraduate supervisor and mentor, Prof Kavilan Moodley. I 
decided to go ahead with the application after I saw the prospective 
list of Nobel Laureates who would be attending – it seemed like a 
great opportunity to meet some of the leading astronomers and 
cosmologists who are making the pivotal discoveries that our 
current knowledge is based on. 

The Lindau Meeting was, at that time, the largest conference I had 
attended, and at first it was a bit overwhelming. I initially found myself 
observing from the sidelines, rather than actively networking. I became 
more comfortable interacting after the special dinner organised for 
African students, and from spending time with other students housed 
in the same bed and breakfast accommodation. In particular, I found the 
African Students dinner to be quite memorable, as it allowed me to meet 
some exceptional budding researchers from elsewhere on the 
continent. I found it especially gratifying to see that Africa, and not 
just South Africa, was producing high quality science and research 
in a number of socially and economically critical areas.

Although networking can be difficult for many scientists, particularly 
postgraduate students who are at the bottom of the ladder, 
attending these international conferences is critical for research 
development. The Lindau Meeting helped rejuvenate my passion 
for research through listening to presentations from people who 
have achieved academically. Being in such an environment fosters 
inspiration and assists you when you hit a slump. 

The Lindau Meeting had a significant impact on my ability to do 
my research. Through interacting with such a large number of 
students, some at the same stage of their careers as me, and 
others earlier or later on their academic paths, allowed for a 
lot of discussion on non-research related issues that we had all 
experienced or were experiencing, and which directly affected our 
ability to carry out our studies. I found these discussions helpful in 
that I received some really good advice, as well as much needed 
perspective from students in different situations. Kenda Knowles

Although the Lindau Meeting is 
primarily about the talks given 

by Nobel Laureates, at its core it 
is a student-driven and student-

centred conference, which is rare 
and truly important. There is a 

different level of awe experienced 
at the Lindau Meeting when 

interacting with the Laureates, 
particularly those in your 

immediate field of research.
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It was gratifying to see that even at the highest levels, academics are not all equally good at everything. I realised that some 
presentations were still better than others, and at that level, it gives you something to strive for, while providing reassurance 
about your own perceived inadequacies as an academic. At the 2015 Lindau Meeting, as a budding astrophysicist,  
I found Nobel Laureate Prof Saul Perlmutter’s (Physics 2011) talk to be one of the best I have ever attended. Having 
studied cosmology, the content was familiar to me, but that talk has since become a benchmark of how I would like to 

be able to present: clear, concise, but engaging and not overly technical. 
So much so that even the non-cosmologists in the room could follow, but 
balanced enough that the experts did not get bored either. 

The lecture by Nobel Laureate Prof Wole Soyinka (Literature 1986) was 
one of the most wonderful aspects of attending an interdisciplinary 
meeting – being exposed to people, research, and ideas outside of the 
bubble of your own research and field was soul-enlivening. 

The Master Class with Nobel Laureate Prof Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011), 
and the afternoon discussion with Nobel Laureate Prof Wilson (Physics 
1978), were especially riveting. In particular, the small group format of the 
discussion made Prof Robert Wilson more of a person than an idol, and 
it was extremely interesting to hear his perspective on the discovery of 

cosmic microwave background (CMB), and all the hard work, determination, and outright stubbornness that went into it. 
One thing I heard many Nobel Laureates talk about throughout the Lindau Meeting was the element of luck, and of how 
being in the right place at the right time had a lot to do with the fact that they received a Nobel Prize. A few of them also 
spoke about how to find that right place.

The 2015 Lindau Meeting was an interdisciplinary meeting, with a high female contingent among those involved in medicine, 
which may have evened out the overall male to female ratio of attendees. However, there was a notable dearth of female 
Nobel Laureates, although that is perhaps more a reflection of the history of science and the patriarchal systems that 
have been in place for over a century. I enjoyed interacting with Nobel Laureate Dr Françoise Barré-Sinoussi (Physiology 
or Medicine 2008) at the African Students dinner, and particularly as a female student, as it is always important to see 
other women succeed and know that you can as well. As the 2015 Lindau Meeting was one stop during a tri-continental 
spate of work-related travel, I had to leave the Meeting a day early and I missed out on the Bavarian evening and the boat 
trip. These are aspects of the Lindau Meeting I wish I had experienced, as I would have liked to learn more about the area, 
as well as the history and culture of the region. I believe these are wonderful additions to the Lindau Meeting format and 
are probably excellent environments for networking and bonding. ❍

The Lindau Meeting is a 
prestigious event, and it is an 

honour to be invited, irrespective 
of gender, which I think most 
departments acknowledge.
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Melinda Barkhuizen
2015 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Neuroscience

Institution at time of selection North-West University (NWU)

Education level at time of selection Masters (PhD student)

Current education level PhD

Current position Postdoctoral scientist, PMI research & development, Switzerland

My PhD supervisor, Prof Anne Grobler from the NWU, told me 
about the Lindau Meeting and encouraged me to apply. So I did, 
because meeting so many Nobel Laureates at one event would be 
an unparalleled experience.

International conferences play a significant role in exposing young 
scientists to the latest breakthroughs in our respective fields. Keeping 
abreast with research fields and establishing collaborations help us 
to drive forward our own research. High-quality conferences have a 
strong impact on research and career development because meeting 
highly successful researchers in person humanises them, and hearing 
their stories plants a seed of possibility that you could do it too. At the 
Lindau Meeting, scientists that achieved the highest accolades in their 
fields are all gathered together in one place and several speakers shared 
their career progression and the circumstances that led to their big 
discoveries. The 2015 Lindau Meeting was an interdisciplinary meeting 
and lectures alternated between physics, chemistry and physiology or 
medicine. The interdisciplinary focus of the meetings was a strong plus 
point. Nobel Laureates, Prof Saul Perlmutter (Physics 2011) and 
Prof Brian Schmidt (Physics 2011), brought me up to speed on the 
development and expansion of the universe, and broadened my 
horizons as a neuroscientist, to learn about advanced astrophysics. 
The Lindau Meeting is a wonderful place to meet young scientists at 
a similar stage in their careers, from all over the world. It was really 
interesting to meet other scientists from Africa, and to expand our 
continental network, which resulted in the formation of an Africa 
alumni network once the Lindau Meeting had concluded.

I had the privilege to participate in a press panel about Science 
in Africa with the Nobel Laureates Prof Francoise Barré-Sinoussi 
(Physiology or Medicine 2008) and Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 
2003), as well as young scientists from other African countries. 
I was also interviewed for human-interest blogs by the German 
ARD press. It was my first experience with the media, and this 
encouraged me to spend more time learning how to communicate 
science well. These opportunities taught me how to interact more with the public, and demonstrated a great deal of 
interest, from Europe, in African researchers. Since the Lindau Meeting, I am less afraid of failure, because most of the 
Nobel Prize winning discoveries originated from failure. 

At the Lindau Meeting, the balance of young female scientists was relatively good. The South African delegation in 2015 
was predominantly female. It was particularly inspiring to meet female Nobel Laureates like Prof Elizabeth Blackburn 

The most inspiring thing I learnt 
from the Lindau Meeting is that 
the Nobel Prize discoveries were 
often serendipitous findings from 

experiments that went wrong. 
However, the Nobel Laureates 

had the curiosity to ask why the 
experiments went wrong. They 

had the courage to keep on 
pursuing their ideas, even when 
most of the people in their field 

did not believe in them.

Spending time with Prof  Torsten Wiesel (Physiology 
or Medicine 1981) 
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(Physiology or Medicine 2009), who discovered telomeres and Prof Francoise Barré-Sinouss, who discovered the role 
of HIV in AIDS. My PhD focused on the genetics of Parkinson’s disease in South Africa, which is a neurodegenerative 
disease, and so I was fortunate to meet several legends in the neuroscience field. I had the chance to ask both the 
Nobel Laureates that discovered the ubiquitin system, Prof Avram Hershko (Chemistry 2004) and Prof Aaron Ciechanover 
(Chemistry 2004), questions about their discovery and its implications for 
neurodegeneration. I had dinner with the Nobel Laureate, Prof Torsten 
Wiesel (Physiology or Medicine 1981), one of the fathers of modern 
neuroscience. In addition to his classical neuro-science experiments, he 
has also chaired the International Brain Research Organisation.

I particularly enjoyed the sessions about promoting science in Africa. 
Former German President Horst Köhler hosted the African delegation for 
breakfast, to discuss the state of science in Africa. It was motivating to 
see which projects my peers from across the continent were working on. 
Prof Françoise Barré-Sinoussi and Prof Stefan HE Kaufmann (Director of 
the Max-Planck Institute for Infection Biology), joined us and asked all the 
young scientists about our research. They were both involved in infectious 
disease research across the African continent and had a strong interest 
in promoting science in Africa. On a personal and professional level, the one-to-one exchanges with the Nobel Laureates, 
which ASSAf organised, were very inspiring. To hear them tell stories about their careers and circumstances before 
and after they made their big discovery was enlightening. It was also encouraging to learn how much they love science, 
and that many of them are still active in research after winning the Nobel Prize, because they enjoy staying close to the 
science. Benchmarking local science is important to show how far we have come and how far we still have to go. From 
the panel discussion, I learnt that the scientific infrastructure, in terms of access to standard research equipment, is more 
advanced at South African universities than other African universities. However, South Africa’s scientific infrastructure and 
funding is not as developed as the infrastructure in more developed countries. 

I experienced several notable moments at the Lindau Meeting, from the exhilarating performance of the Vienna 
Philharmonic Orchestra’s brass ensemble, which kicked off the welcome ceremony, to the cruise to the flower island of 
Mainau, on the last day. It continued with a picnic in a castle meadow at Lake Constance and concluded with a live band 
on the boat trip back.

It was wonderful to experience the culture and the scenery of the region, as well as the science. There were plenty of 
cultural events, lunches and dinners for informal networking opportunities at the Lindau Meeting. 

The Lindau Meeting gives young scientists the opportunity to talk to the people who discovered the science behind the 
medicines and technologies the world uses today. You hear about their discoveries directly, as well as their awe-inspiring 
behind-the-scenes process. You learn that many of the Nobel Prize winners did not have successful careers before their 
discoveries, and the ideas they had were controversial and often not believed by the experts at that time. They had to 
believe in themselves and their science in order to push through the criticism. This eventually led to them winning the 
Nobel Prize decades after their discovery. ❍

Press conference on the future of science in Africa with Prof Francoise Barré-Sinnousi and Prof Peter Agre

The informal networking at 
the Lindau Meeting was very 
educative and it is a format 

absent from most international 
conferences.
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Osmond Mlonyeni  
2015 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Genetics

Institution at time of selection University of Pretoria (UP)

Education level at time of selection MSc (cum laude)

Current education level PhD

Current position Project Manager: Innovation Africa UP initiative

On 8 October 2014, I received an email from Prof Bernard Slippers with the subject line ‘A Chance for African 
YS: Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting – Call for Nomination’ that was sent out to the Forestry and Agricultural 
Biotechnology Institute and Department of Genetics, respectively. I applied to attend and to this day I am 
thrilled that I took the opportunity. The Lindau Meeting has positively influenced my career development 
and given me a broader appreciation of the role that science can play in society. Among the special moments 
of the 65th Lindau Meeting was a focus on science in Africa and so I was fortunate, along with five young 
scientists from Africa, to be interviewed by the German education television channel ARD-alpha. I spoke 

about my research and shared my views on science in Africa and 
what became clear is that our science system is characterised by 
pockets of excellence. I believe the development of leadership 
in science, infrastructure, and a critical mass in human capacity 
around strategic areas of focus, is essential to improving Africa’s 
contribution to the world’s research output beyond 1.1 per cent. 

The 65th Lindau Meeting started with a welcome address by Countess 
Bettina Bernadotte, the President of the Council for the Lindau Meetings, 
and a rousing speech by then President of the Federal Republic of 
Germany, Joachim Gauck. The Lindau Meeting ended with the signing of 
the Mainau Declaration 2015 on Climate Change by a significant number 
of Nobel Laureates. In between, the different sessions lived up to the 
great expectations I had. These were the plenary lectures that ranged 
from ‘Laser Revolution’ to ‘Precision Medicine’. And I particularly enjoyed 
a thought-provoking public lecture from Prof Wole Soyinka (Literature 
1986) titled ‘When Survival Seems Learning Enough’. Some of the other 
sessions that were a highlight, were the Science Breakfast Meetings, 
which ranged from ‘Decoding Science Leadership’ to ‘Science and Ethics’, 
as well as insight-driven Master Classes that ranged from ‘How the 

Immune System Works’, to ‘A 21st Century Career in Research’. Young scientists that hailed from Africa, had the privilege 
to interact and share about our research with former President of the Federal Republic of Germany, Horst Köhler and 
Prof Françoise Barré-Sinnoussi (Physiology or Medicine 2008) during the ‘Africa Outreach Breakfast’. The programme 
truly encapsulated the Lindau Meeting’s motto of ‘Educate. Inspire. Connect’. From the Nobel Laureates I met, I deduced 
that it is a common thread that their hobby became their profession. This means the pursuit of knowledge, answering 
unanswered questions, and posing new questions that need to be answered, is an exercise in exploration that is driven 
by curiosity and passion.

Of all the sessions I enjoyed at the Lindau Meeting, I will highlight three that were most impactful. The first was the Science 
Breakfast hosted by McKinsey & Company which focused on ‘Decoding Science Leadership’. As a moderated session, it 
sought to reflect on the understanding and importance of leadership in Science, and unpacked the lessons learnt from 
encountered challenges in the journey towards being a science leader. The second was the Master Class on ‘A 21st 
Century Career in Research’ hosted by Prof Elizabeth H Blackburn (Physiology or Medicine 2009) and Prof Brian Schmidt 

Attending the prestigious Lindau 
Meeting enables you to put into 
perspective the quality of your 

work and inspires you to want to 
raise the bar even higher. This 
is because the Lindau Meeting 

intentionally incorporates various 
factors that contribute towards 
the development of a holistic 

scientist that appreciates their 
role and responsibility 

to society.
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(Physics 2011), which explored ‘Thriving in the Face of Career Uncertainty’. The third session which I thoroughly enjoyed 
was the Academic Dinner hosted by Mars Incorporated, where Dr Howard-Yana Shapiro spoke about their international 
partnership initiative (African Orphan Crop Consortium), which aims to sequence the genomes of 101 orphan crops. This 
is done in an effort to explore ways to feed 9.6 billion people (projected by 2050) appropriate nutritious food. The central 
message was that interdisciplinary partnerships are a key driver in helping to solve complex challenges. 

The Lindau Meeting is set up in such a way that enables networking to 
occur seamlessly. My advice to future attendees is to judiciously read all 
the profiles from the participant directory, then identify and select no 
more than seven Nobel Laureates you feel you should converse with. 
Furthermore, prepare a bespoke question that you would like each of 
them to answer and then allow the flow of conversation to dictate the 
nature of the interaction. Also, within a week of the meeting ending, drop 
an email to fellow young scientists with whom you exchanged business 
cards. This acknowledges your interaction and lays a basis for any future 
research collaboration discussions that you may wish to pursue. 

The 65th Lindau Meeting was significant as ASSAf signed on as the South African academic partner to the Lindau 
Meetings, with DSI as the funding partner. Therefore, the privilege of participating in the ASSAf-organised one-to-one 
exchange meetings with Nobel Laureates only became a tradition for subsequent South African cohorts. As an alumnus 
to this prestigious gathering, I did however have the privilege to make a presentation at the ASSAf pre-meeting for the 
2017 cohort. What was powerful about the pre-meeting was that it served to affirm the achievement of the awardees 
and expose them to the broader South African science landscape. It also confirmed the role they would assume as 
ambassadors of science conducted in South Africa and on the continent, and stewards of this networking platform. ❍

The Lindau Meeting puts science 
at the centre stage and actively 
inspires dialogue that realigns 

science with society.
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Thifhelimbilu Daphney Bucher
2015 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Experimental nuclear physics

Institution at time of selection NRF/iThemba LABS

Education level at time of selection PhD degree

Current education level PhD degree

Current position 12-month contract with University of  the Western Cape

I heard about the Lindau Meeting on 24 October 2014, when I 
received an email from Lindau titled ‘Your Nomination for the 
Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings’. I responded to this email asking 
who it was, and to check if it was spam. The Robert Bosch Stiftung 
GmbH, together with the African Institute of Mathematical 
Sciences (AIMS) had put my name forward as one of the AIMS 
alumni who would be interested in attending. Thereafter, I 
submitted my application to be reviewed by the Council of the 
Lindau Meetings, and to my great excitement, it was successful. I 
received assistance from then the Head of Department, Dr Rudolph 
Nchodu, of iThemba LABS, where I was doing my postdoctoral 
research at the time. He wrote my letter of recommendation and 
a motivation to request travel funding from iThemba LABS.
 
I was intrigued to meet so many academics from all 
over the world, and from different fields of study. 
Some were from medicine, which meant that they did 
not understand much about my field of study, nuclear 
structure, but they were interested, nonetheless. In 
particular, I formed a special bond with a young South 
African scientist, Dr Agnes Pholosi, from the Vaal 
University of Technology. I provided Dr Pholosi with 
information about the XRD instruments at iThemba 
LABS, which she needed in order to perform her 
analysis. Although there were some young scientists 
who were eager to learn from us South Africans, 
others took some convincing that we could be part 
of international research collaborations.

With regards to #WomenInScience, the scientific field 
did not have a large number of females in attendance, 
but since the Lindau Meeting was interdisciplinary, there were women represented in fields other than physics. This was 
relatively disappointing, and I hope for more female representation in the sciences in the future, because the impact of 
such a high calibre meeting on a young female scientist, starts with the inspiration you get just from attending. 

One of my most memorable moments at the Lindau Meeting was when I was nominated to interview Prof Francois 
Englert (Physics 2013). Another highlight was attending the panel discussion at Baden-Württemberg which focused on 
global warming and how scientists can work with the government to advise on their strategy.

The opportunity to stay with a local Lindau family was extraordinary. It was very special to learn about the place, the 
history and the culture, while staying with the people of Lindau. I will always appreciate getting to experience a gathering 
as momentous as the Lindau Meeting. ❍

I had a great experience sharing 
my research with some of the 
best young minds in the world.

I noticed that they were eager to 
learn from us, and to hear the 
kind  of research that we do in 

South Africa.

A group of South African young scientists with Prof Thomas Auf 
der Heyde (former Deputy Director General: Department of 

Science and Technology)
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Alberto Behar
2014 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Economics

Institution at time of selection International Monetary Fund

Education level at time of selection Doctorate

Current education level Doctorate

Current position Risk Unit, International Monetary Fund

I work at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and among many exciting opportunities for growth, the 
organisation provides its staff with the opportunity to participate in the Lindau Meeting. I was invited to 
apply to attend in 2014. 

At the 2014 Meeting there were 18 Nobel Laureates in attendance  
and 480 young researchers vying for their attention, it was an 
excellent, but busy experience. 

Although the week was packed full of memorable moments, I was 
most inspired hearing the unconventional talk given by Nobel 
Laureate Prof Alvin Roth (Economic Sciences 2012). Prof Roth gave an 
eye-opening insight into so-called repugnant markets and prohibited 
transactions – transactions that some would want to undertake, but 
which society in general would not consent to. He asked, for example, 
why markets for human organs are neither viewed favourably, nor as 
legal. And yes, from my point of view, this is an example of economists 
having to explain something that is not intuitive to other economists, 
yet it is completely instinctive to people not in our field. 

Another highlight was the fascinating lecture given by Nobel Laureate 
Prof Peter Diamond (Economic Sciences 2010). He spoke about his 
research which, at the time, tried to explain why employment was not 
recovering as fast as expected after the 2009 Global Financial Crisis. 

Having so many Laureates in one place drove home the point that, 
at least in economics, two or more people can win the Nobel Prize 
despite having completely opposing views. This showed me that different approaches, provided they are sound and 
internally consistent, can offer different perspectives on a problem. Sometimes they clash; at other times they are 
complementary. This is a special case nicely explained by the general statement, ‘all models are wrong, but some are 
useful’.

The Lindau Meeting definitely had an impact on my own career. My current work assignment includes strategic foresight, 
which I had not heard of back in 2014. Strategic foresight includes generating a set of stories in the future to provide 
alternative perspectives on a current issue. For example, given the extreme uncertainties related to the COVID-19 
pandemic, we draw multiple possible outcomes and look back at current choices. These different future scenarios 
provide different mental models through which to approach a problem. This is something that I was only beginning to 
appreciate while at the Lindau Meeting.

In addition, but less directly, the Lindau Meeting demonstrated that you can get too caught up in your own research 
and then become very resistant or even hostile to ‘competing’ methods or ideas. As an academic I was more interested 

Alberto Behar
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in methods that were quite similar to mine in order to provide support 
for my approach, or to allow me to make a tweak to my model; but I 
would be defensive if someone suggested a different modelling approach. 
Having spent a lot of time in seminars defending my method, I started to 
be dismissive of others. However, participating in the Lindau Meeting, I 
realised that if Nobel Prize winners’ work can give different views, I should 
not be so confident about my own. This applies to research, but also to 
much more casually constructed world views. 

Since leaving the Lindau Meeting in 2014, I have not participated much in 
the Alumni network and I feel the poorer for it. My advice to fellow young 
scientists is: participating in the meetings is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
and if you have the opportunity to go, you should definitely take it! ❍

I have a long way to go, but since 
attending the Lindau Meeting I 
have become less focused on 
articulating my own views and 
more deliberate about hearing 

the views of others.
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Banothile Makhubela
2013 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialization Chemistry

Institution at time of selection University of Cape Town

Education level at time of selection PhD

Current education level PhD

Current position Senior Lecturer, University of Johannesburg

I learnt about the Lindau Meeting from a friend who was also 
going to be attending. At the time South Africa was not yet a 
nominating partner, and so I applied directly to the Council of 
the Lindau Meetings. They then directed me to ASSAf and the DSI, 
who partly sponsored my trip, in conjunction with the Council of 
the Lindau Meetings. The Lindau Meeting brings Nobel Laureates 
together in one space, and that, on its own, is very inspirational 
to a young scientist. It is a platform to take inspiration from 
people who have walked the journey, and have succeeded in the 
scientific spaces in which they play. After the Lindau Meeting, I 
began to observe what other challenges my society is facing, and 
what I could do as a scientist, to mitigate these. This led to me 
tackling societal challenges in the energy space and the health 
and biomedicines sector, which has directed the research that I 
am doing now. 

The Lindau Meeting features special programmes, such as Master Classes with the Nobel Laureates, where, as a young 
scientist, you are able to interact and ask questions directly. It became very clear during the various sessions, engagements, 
and panel discussions, that the level of science and talent that comes out of Africa, and not just South Africa, is of equally 
high standard to what other countries are producing. I found that the kind of science that some of my colleagues were 
engaged in, was more or less on a par with what other scientists across the world were engaged in. South African, and 
African scientists in general, have got good quality results and outcomes from their research questions, just as other 
young scientists have. 

In terms of gender, the Lindau Meeting had a good 
mixture of both male and female attendees. The 
general feeling was that it was mostly just a cohort 
of like-minded young people from all over the world. 
The Lindau Meeting allowed me to make new friends, 
with whom I still interact on a professional level. For 
instance, we still make contact to review each other’s 
manuscripts before publication. In this way, the 
Lindau Meeting really helped to expand my network 
of peers beyond South Africa, and the continent.  

I thoroughly enjoyed the social programme as well, 
such as dinners and a cultural evening, where we 
dressed up in our own cultural attire. 

As part of the programme, I had the privilege of being invited to dinner with Nobel Laureate Prof Robert H Grubbs 
(Chemistry 2005). Sitting around the table, talking casually about his next moves in science, and learning about the project 

After the Lindau Meeting 
I began to think of science and 
research as a tool to address 

societal challenges, as opposed 
to it being something that you 

do because you are good at it, or 
because you enjoy a particular 

research question.

Dinner with Nobel Laureate Prof Robert H Grubbs (Chemistry 2005)
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that he was working on, was a really exceptional and encouraging moment, particularly because he works in the particular 
field that I am in. He is an organometallic chemist working in catalysis, and was favourite Nobel Laureate at the Lindau 
Meeting.

Engagements like this impacted my outlook on science. I was fortunate enough to meet even more Nobel Laureates who 
work in my field, like the late Prof Walter Kohn (Chemistry 1998). He covered density functional theory, which is a quantum 
mechanical tool used in chemistry currently for molecular modelling computational chemistry. 

Most of the advice given by the Nobel Laureates influenced the way I approach my research today, and I am grateful 
for that. For instance, some scientific questions are really challenging, and even as a scientist, you look at them and get 
intimidated. However, walking out of the Lindau Meeting, talking to the Nobel Laureates, you quickly understand that as 
a scientist you should not be intimidated by difficult scientific questions. 

I learnt that first and foremost you should cultivate an 
attitude of curiosity. You should take things one day at a 
time and start wherever you are. 

It was a humbling reminder that when the Laureates 
started their research, they probably did not know that it 
would lead to such major discoveries. It was in fact their 
curiosity that kept pushing them forward, and by virtue 
of not giving up, allowed them to achieve their Nobel 
Prizes. The Lindau Meeting really taught me to start 
where I am, with what I have. I found the Master Classes 
particularly fantastic. I imagine that this is not something 
that happens at a conventional conference – a Nobel 
Laureate stepping up and teaching on a random topic. 
The plenary sessions were also beneficial, as this was an opportunity 
for a much more elaborate session with a Nobel Laureate about their 
discovery, and how their work led them to it. 

My most memorable moment was a plenary session hosted by a Nobel 
Laureate who had won the Nobel Prize the previous year. It was a truly 
human moment. The Nobel Laureate walked up to give his lecture, and 
you could hear the nervousness in his voice. That moment demonstrated 
that even though you may be a famous scientist who has achieved so 
much, deep down you are still just human. Having witnessed that, 
whenever I have to step up and speak, I know it is fine to be human. The 
Lindau Meeting taught me that you just need to learn the technique and 
you’ll get past it. 

The Lindau Meeting provided many teachable moments; one in particular, 
was that whatever you observe in the laboratory during your experiments, 
is what you observe. You should report your observations as they are, 
and not be pressured by outsiders who may disagree, even if the results 
may go completely against science as people know it. This lesson was solidified by one of the Nobel Laureates, who told 
us how he discovered what they called quasi-crystals, which were believed to be non-existent at the time. Therefore, 
when he submitted his manuscript reporting on what he discovered, he was told that it was utter rubbish. However, he 
stood firm in his observations, did not relent, and kept pushing forward. He eventually gathered enough evidence, until 
such a time that quasi-crystals could no longer be denied. 

Being intimidated by those we perceive as more senior scientists, should not be what causes us to shrug off our 
observations. Instead, we should stand by our work and report our science as is, without any fear of it being rejected. ❍

At a dinner with Nobel Laureates 

Science, and by extension the 
Lindau Meeting, is what solves 
the world’s problems. A lot of 

solutions to societal challenges 
have come about through the 

discoveries that the Nobel 
Laureates produced for the world. 

The solution to the COVID-19 
pandemic will come through 

science as well.
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Mohlopheni Jackson Marakalala
2013 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Immunology and Infectious Diseases. Development of 
diagnostic and therapeutic tools against Tuberculosis

Institution at time of selection Harvard School of Public Health

Education level at time of selection Postdoctoral Research Fellow

Current education level PhD

Current position Associate Professor (AHRI and University College London)

I first heard about the Lindau Meeting in 2012, while doing a 
postdoctoral fellowship at the Harvard School of Public Health. 
The following year, I was contacted by ASSAf, informing me that 
the president of the Academy at the time, Prof Daya Reddy, had 
nominated me to apply to attend the next meeting. On hearing 
that my application was successful, I was extremely excited, and 
even more so, knowing that I would be attending as part of the 
first South African cohort invited to the Lindau Meeting. 

I arrived in Lindau, Germany, to a jam-packed week of meetings, amazing 
lectures and Master Classes. These formal learning opportunities were 
complemented by amazing social interactions, which included sit-down 
dinners and casual meet-ups in the quaint streets. And all this with Nobel 
Laureates, the ultimate role models within my scientific field, who had felt 
so far away, before this meeting. To have the 
opportunity to interact with them in such close 
proximity, was an unbelievable blessing for the 
aspiring young scientist I was back then. 

One of the events at the Lindau Meeting that 
made a lasting impression, was an invitation 
by sponsoring publishers, Nature.com, to take 
part in a debate about science in the developing 
world. I was overwhelmed at the thought of going 
head to head with two Nobel Laureates, Prof Dan 
Shechtman (Chemistry 2011), who discovered 
quasicrystals, and the former president of 
East Timor, José Ramos-Horta (Peace Prize 
1996). The conversation interrogated the dual 
responsibilities of science and politics within 
developing nations, with the Laureates outlining how, as researchers, we need to work with both government and 
industry to institute change. It was an amazing session, that was recorded and published as a video and podcast. 

Another highlight of the Lindau Meeting was being selected from a pool of over 500 young scientists, by the state of 
Baden-Württemberg, to take part in the post-Lindau programme. Together with 18 other young researchers, we visited 
over eight universities and institutions of science in the area. In addition, spending time and networking with a group of 
people in the same position as me, was an amazing experience. The opportunity to learn from and contribute towards 
discussions with other universities – including the University of Stuttgart, the University of Konstanz, the University of 
Tübingen, Ulm University and Heidelberg University, as well as the Max Planck Institute and EMBL (European Molecular 

At the time, attending the Lindau 
Meeting added so much value to 
my life, but it is the relationships 

I built with the other young 
scientists while there, and with 
whom I still keep in touch, that 
will continue to add value to my 
career for a long time to come.

Meeting up with other young scientists and Nobel Laureate 
Prof Brian Kobilka. 
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Biology Laboratory) – was unforgettable. Even 
the industrial areas had a lot to offer because the 
region is rich with car manufacturing companies.
 
That week, a lifelong bond was established 
among inspired young scientists from different 
continents, and I am indebted to the experience 
that allowed for the creation of such a valuable 
network. I am still in touch with these friends, 
and enthusiastic about the prospect of future 
collaborations. Through these relationships, 
we have shared challenges experienced in the 
trajectories of our careers, we have discussed 
how we can give back, and how we can use our 
experiences for societal benefit. 

For these reasons, I am also active within the Lindau Alumni Network. When I returned to South Africa to join the 
University of Cape Town in 2016, I was invited to give talks about my experience, and given the opportunity to guide new 
applicants, as well as those who had already been accepted to attend the Lindau Meeting. Through this mentorship, 

and in my current position as an Associate 
Professor, I interact with many students, 
and make a point of sharing as much as 
possible about what I learnt and how it 
altered my perspective. 

I want to do my part in inspiring young 
people to try their best to achieve the 
ultimate accolade in science, and who 
knows, South Africa could soon boast 
more Nobel Laureates, in addition to Prof 
Sydney Brenner (Physiology or Medicine 
2002), and the others who have come 
before.

Looking back, it was the electric presence of the Nobel Laureates at the Lindau Meeting that was most significant and 
influential. I was inspired by being in the same space as people like Prof Ada Yonath (Chemistry 2009) – the only female 
Nobel Laureate in Chemistry, who attended the meeting in that year. 
Being in her presence, and knowing what she has done for science, was 
amazing. Similarly rubbing shoulders with Prof Dan Schechtman and José 
Ramos-Horta and having dinner with Prof Peter Agre and the late Sir 
Harry Kroto was motivational. 

But what is more important is the prospect of lifelong collaborations and 
knowing that any one of us who met in Lindau in 2013 could go all the 
way to the top in science. We are already making an impact within our 
society through our discoveries, and if we are lucky enough, earning the 
Nobel Prize could be a wonderful bonus. Thank you so much again to 
ASSAf, DSI and Lindau organisers for this opportunity. ❍

Exploring the beautiful flower island of Mainau 

Setting off on the post-Lindau programme, to tour the higher learning 
institutions in Baden-Württemberg, with 18 other very lucky young scientists

Attending the Lindau Meeting 
inspired me to be the scientist I 
am today, and I humbly use this 
experience to encourage others  

to aim for the stars, and if possible, 
for a Nobel Prize one day.
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Raymond Hewer
2013 Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting

Disciplinary specialisation Biochemistry 

Institution at time of selection Mintek

Education level at time of selection PhD

Current education level PhD

Current position Senior Lecturer, UKZN

In late 2012, I received an email from Dorothy Ngila, at 
that time a Senior Liaison Officer at ASSAf, asking me if 
I would be willing to be nominated to attend the Lindau 
Meeting. I had never heard of this illustrious meeting, 
nor was I aware, at the time, just how one email would 
change my life. This was quite clearly reflected by my 
very casual reply, a day later, indicating my willingness 
to be nominated. 

My nonchalance evaporated when I opened the Lindau 
Meeting website. My application was submitted hastily 
thereafter, and I specifically acknowledge ASSAf, and in 
particular Dorothy for the nomination, as well as Dr Judy 
Coates (then of the Technology Innovation Agency) for 
supporting the nomination. In March 2013, I received the 
incredible news that I had been accepted. 

Conferences provide unequalled opportunities to network 
and set the platform for future collaborations, with potentially 
even the biggest names in your field. I have made excellent 
contacts at conferences, many of which I have maintained, 
some of which have even translated into long-term professional 
relationships. None though, have been more impactful than the Lindau 
Meeting. Fed by the energy of several hundred like-minded young 
scientists, I absorbed as much as I possibly could. This included career-
defining insights that led to a complete refocus of my research interests. 
The inspiration from attending the Lindau Meeting still motivates me 
today, and I consider it to be the highlight of my scientific career.  

The Lindau Meeting is rightly considered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity; 
however, it is more accurate to consider being in the audience of a 
Nobel Laureate a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Meeting a hero is 
simultaneously exhilarating and daunting, and certainly memorable. Sir 
Harry Kroto (Chemistry 1996) was a favourite amongst the attendees, a 
true inspiration and a powerful force, and whose intolerance towards 
pseudoscience I embraced. Prof Brian Kobilka (Chemistry 2012) was 
outstanding in his ability to make complex science comprehensible. On 
the other hand, Prof Avram Hershko (Chemistry 2004) and Prof Aaron 
Ciechanover (Chemistry 2004) provided the ‘light-bulb’ moments for 
me that stimulated and catalysed a permanent change in my research 

Raymond as a young scientist 

Attending the Lindau Meeting was 
an exceptional experience. Being 
in the presence of the greatest 
living scientists, scientists who 

have pioneered their fields and 
whose accomplishments and 

lives will be of historic record, was 
extraordinary. Coupled with this, 
was an acute awareness of just 

how fortunate I was to attend the 
Meeting, all the while cognisant of 
the fact that I was in the middle of 

a life-changing event.
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focus. Remarkably, every one of the Nobel Laureates was approachable and patient, and gave freely of their time and 
knowledge. This was particularly true of Prof Peter Agre (Chemistry 2003), whom I was able to talk to several times over 
the week. Each time he was gracious, kind and humble. Many of the Nobel Laureates overcame difficult situations, and 
many also emphasised that they did not reach their goals by being the 
brightest, but rather by working the hardest. 

The scientific programme and the format of the Lindau Meeting is both 
exceptional and unique. Careful planning and critical scrutiny of the 
schedule was required to avoid missing any of the experiences on offer. I 
had never attended a Master Class before, and I found the one presented 
by Prof Robert Huber to be particularly interesting and beneficial. Each 
attendee was only permitted to attend one Master Class, and as seats 
within each class were limited, pre-selection was made on a first-come-
first-served basis. I was too slow to book a seat in the Master Class 
presented by Prof Kobilka; however, it turned out to be a stroke of good 
fortune and led to the most memorable, and serendipitous moment. 
Halfway through Prof Huber’s Master Class, the empty chair next to me 
was filled by Prof Kobilka. At the end of the class, the floor was opened to questions and, seizing my opportunity, I rose to 
ask the first question. As I resumed my seat, Prof Kobilka immediately rose from his chair and to my astonishment asked 
a follow-up question to mine. I thoroughly enjoy recounting this story to my third-year students, telling them that this was 
the day that I inspired a Nobel Prize winner. ❍

A prized possession – an autograph from Prof Peter Agre

I learnt from the Nobel Laureates 
that it is important to stay humble 

and never dismiss a question. 
They also crystallised the 

importance of determination and 
perseverance. 
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Institution at time of selection University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN)

Education level at time of selection PhD

Current education level PhD

Current position Associate Professor at UKZN

The 63rd Lindau Meeting was attended by 35 Nobel Laureates in 
Chemistry and 600 extremely talented young scientists from all 
over the world, chosen from over 80  000 nominees.  I was one 
of the Third World Academy of Science (TWAS), now The World 
Academy of Sciences, nominees and partially sponsored by the 
UKZN. This was an unrivalled experience for me and one I will 
never forget. 

The 63rd Lindau Meeting was dedicated to chemistry and featured a 
variety of sessions. Plenary lectures were given by the Nobel Laureates on 
their Nobel Prize research. These were followed by discussion sessions, 
where young researchers had closer interactions with the 
Nobel Laureates. The discussions were very fruitful as the 
Nobel Laureates fielded questions from young researchers, 
and touched on their research experience, impacts of 
winning the Nobel Prize and the requirements to become 
a Nobel Laureate. 

One outstanding observation that I noted, was the humility 
of the Nobel Laureates, and their dedication and hard work. 
This was demonstrated by the experience of Nobel Laureate 
Prof Dan Shechtman (Chemistry 2011), who showed that you 
should never give up on your research despite the amount 
of criticism from your peers and mentors. Prof Shechtman’s 
career was marked by years of rejection by leading scientists, 
including the double-Nobel Prize winner Prof Linus Pauling 
(Chemistry 1954, Peace Prize 1962). He was even berated for 
‘bringing shame’ on the research team, before he eventually 
won the Noble Prize in Chemistry  in  2011. This was an 
incredibly moving life story, which thoroughly impacted me, 
and inspired me in numerous ways. 

The Lindau Meeting involved a number of panel discussions 
covering various topics on energy and environment, green 
chemistry and communicating science. Master Classes 
that were offered to selected young scientists provided us 
with the opportunity to present our research and engage 
in in-depth discussions with the Nobel Laureates. I had the 
honour of presenting with Prof Richard R Schrock (Chemistry 
2005), which was enlightening. The Science Breakfasts 
allowed for more informal networking sessions, which was 
an interesting and appealing concept. ❍

The Lindau Meeting is one of the 
world’s most prestigious forums 
for scientific exchange between 

generations, disciplines, and 
nationalities.

Spending time with Prof Dan Shechtman (Chemistry 2011)

Engaging and presenting with Prof Richard R Schrock 
(Chemistry 2005)
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Intersection of science and society – the Lindau experience
South Africa hosts the International Day at the 69th Lindau Meeting

Prof Himla Soodyall, Executive Officer , ASSAf

The programme for the dinner at the 69th Lindau Meeting (#LINO19), dedicated to physics, was sent to me by my  
colleague Edith Shikumo, Young Scientist Liaison Officer at ASSAf, with strict instructions to keep to time to facilitate 
the evening’s proceedings. After months of preparation by the South Africa team – led by Edith, and Lindau Nobel 
Laureate Organising team – led by Susanne Wieczorek, Deputy Director, Executive Secretariat and Head of Conference 
Management at the Council for the Lindau Meetings, the time had come for South Africa to host the international dinner 
on 1 July 2019. I was requested to arrive a bit early at the Lindau Inselhalle, the venue where the meeting was taking place, 
to engage with the events team to ensure that I was briefed for my role as Programme Director for the evening. 

Soon after my arrival at the venue, I was hooked up to a microphone and headgear and guided through the process 
for transition between the line-up of events for the evening. The room which had previously served as an auditorium 
for hosting of the lectures by Nobel Laureates was now transformed with the bright colours of the South African table 
settings and decorations, affirming the richness of South Africa’s cultural heritage.  

Promptly at 7:00pm the vibrant sounds of the marimba drums, singing, and clapping filled the entrance hall. The  
Marimboz band and Xhosa dancers performed energetically and drew the attention of the spectators, including me, to 
the dance floor. I have a love for marimba-style music and allowed myself to be drawn into the spirit of celebration. After 
all, we had a lot to celebrate. It was our moment to bring South African hospitality to the world stage – and where better 
to do this, than at Lindau – among the world’s most accomplished academic achievers – Nobel Laureates, and to have an 
opportunity to showcase South African science. 

I was given my cue to walk up to the podium to start the evening’s activities. After welcoming all the guests, I shared with 
the audience: 
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‘Exactly four years ago today, ASSAf, signed a MoU with Lindau Nobel Laureates to be part of the Lindau Nobel 
Laureates family.  On the same evening, I had the privilege to entertain Nikolaus Turner and Peter Badge for dinner 
on behalf of Professor Roseanne Diab, the former Executive Officer of ASSAf, and Dr Thomas Auf der Heyde former 

Deputy Director General at DSI (then referred to as the Department of Science and Technology). Possibly to the 
minute - my Lindau journey has brought me to this evening’s proceedings’.  

Between 2012 and 2018, 50 young South African scholars had participated 
at the Lindau Meetings. I had the privilege of meeting some of the 
Lindau Alumni, together with the 20 young scientists who we selected to 
attend the #LINO19. From the Alumni I heard stories of how the Lindau 
experience had empowered them to advance their own careers. ASSAf, 
in partnership with the DSI, is going to produce a publication capturing 
these stories in the next year.  

ASSAf also hosted a panel discussion over breakfast on the morning of 1 
July 2019, showcasing astronomy projects like the MeerKAT, South African 
Large Telescope (SALT) and the Square Kilometre Array (SKA). The panel was 
chaired by Dr Beverley Damonse from the National Research Foundation, 
who engaged the panellists and the audience, which consisted of more 
than 150 invited young scholars from all over the world, in a stimulating 
discussion. The panellists included Dr Buyiswe Sondezi (University of 
Johannesburg), the first woman in Africa to be awarded a doctoral degree 
in the experimental physics of highly correlated matter, who studies the 
properties of matter; Dr Bradley Frank (South African Radio Astronomical 
Observatory and expert in radio astronomy), focusing on the calibration 
and imaging of radio interferometric data, the scientific analysis of multi-
mission astronomical datasets and the detailed study of galaxies; Prof 

Thebe Medupe (North-West University), an astrophysicist and founding director of Astronomy Africa, and Prof Brian 
Schmidt (Australian National University), who was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics in 2011, with Saul Perlmutter and 
Adam Riess, for proving that the expansion of the universe is accelerating, 
and since then he has become a vocal advocate for the role that scientists 
and researchers should play in the 21st century.
 
Dr Damonse captured the essence of what the International Day meant 
to South Africa from her comments that ‘the International Day was a really 
important opportunity for us to show the global community how seriously 
we take science, technology, and innovation. We need to continue to 
make our voice heard in these global conversations.’ Furthermore, she 
added that the global connections and the networking around that are 
important, but also the skills needed for the next generation of scientists.

Over the rest of the week, the South African delegation was treated to 
all that the meeting could offer – excellent presentations, engagement 
with Nobel Laureates, discussing their research and interests with fellow 
young scientists from all over the world, networking and having a glimpse 
of what evidence-based science has to offer in the advancement of 
knowledge with applications that have shaped our society.  We had an 
opportunity to dine with Donna Strickland, Nobel Prize Winner in Physics 
in 2018, one evening, and participate at the various events with the best 
of the best with mutual respect.
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Personally, the Lindau experience was a ‘W.O.W.’ moment in my own 
journey:

‘W’: wonderful showcase for science and the way science is integrated 
into our daily lives without us truly appreciating the work that goes on 
behind the scenes. 

‘O’: opportunity – to meet ordinary people who have made extraordinary 
contributions to science in the world of physics, chemistry and biology 
and who unstintingly avail themselves in helping change the future of 
generations to come. More importantly – the opportunity to be the first 
country from Africa to host such an occasion.

‘W’: willingness to share experiences, tell stories and to inspire.

Hosting the International Day’s dinner was a momentous occasion for 
South Africa. For the first time in the history of the Lindau Meetings, 
dancing preceded the dinner. The house was entertained by Nomfusi – a 
young female artist from Port Elizabeth who brought the sounds of South 
Africa to the stage, and it was difficult to get people off the dance floor to 
follow the programme. So much for my instructions to keep to time! 

Quoting one of South Africa’s icons – the late former President Nelson 
Mandela who said, ‘Young people must take it upon themselves to 
ensure that they receive the highest education possible so that they can 
represent us well in the future as future leaders’ – aptly summarises what 
the Lindau Meetings epitomise.

From the comments and congratulations members of my team and 
I received from the organisers of the Meeting, to participants, it was 
apparent that the South African experience has left an indelible imprint in 
the minds of all those present. Special thanks go out to Countess Bettina 
Bernadotte, Nikolaus Turner and their team for being such gracious hosts, 
and to Mr Daan du Toit, Mr Bheki Hadebe and Mr Thembinkosi Magasela 
from the DSI for their unstinting support to ASSAf, making participation at 
the Lindau Meetings possible.

It was a privilege for me to lead my team and the South African delegates 
to this Meeting and to showcase some of our country’s culture and science 
and I look forward to continued engagement and participation at Lindau.

Note: This article was adapted for publication for the Lindau Meeting 
Annual Report 2019

Other attributes by the Lindau Council

‘The young scientists from South Africa are always highly motivated – as could be observed at the International Day 2019, 
both at the Partner Breakfast and the evening event. It is also exemplary, how ASSAf and South African Young Academy 
of Science (SAYAS) involve the Lindau Alumni in the run-up to the Meetings to provide the next generation of young 
scientists first-hand experience of what awaits them in Lindau.’

- Countess Bettina Bernadotte, President of the Council for the Lindau Nobel Laureate 
Meetings and Member of the Board of the Foundation Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings

‘The wow effect of the South African International Day is still inspiring us. – A benchmark for all that will follow in Lindau!’
- Nikolaus Turner, Managing Director and Member of the Board of the Foundation Lindau Meetings, Treasurer and 

Member of the Board of the Council for the Lindau Meetings
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