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DR. A. PEN-TUNG SAH,
a brief biographical neote

By Cui-Sun YEn

Department of Physics, National Tsing Hua University

On January 51st, 1949, Dr. A. Pen-Tung Sah died in the University
of California Hospital in San Francisco. At hearing the news, Chinese
educational and scientific workers and others who had attended his
lectures and/or read his writings were stricken with deep sorrow. His
death was the loss of an important research worker in the fields of physics
and elecirical engineering in China, that of an able and conscientious
administrator in Chinese institutions of learning, and that of a great
teacher of mathematics, physics, and engineering to Chinese university
students, Throughout his life, his devotion 1o work was ceaseless and
undivided. He accomplished very much, indeed, both in administration
and research in his short span of forth-seven years.

Dr. Sah was born in July, 1902 in a fc:xirly well-to-do family of
Foochow, capital of Fukien. He had a successful course of primary and
secondary education. He was graduated from the then Tsing Hua
College in 1921, and in 1922 sent on a government scholarship to America,
where in Stanford University and Worcestor Polytechnical Institute he
pursued electrical engineering and, as his work progressed and his interest
widened, physics. After receiving his Doctorate of Science in 1927, he
did research in a large electric manufactull‘ing company for one year
before he came back to China.

Dr. Sah’s work after his return to China may be conveniently d1v1ded
into three periods. In the first period, which covered nine years from
the autumn of 1928 to the summer of 1937, he was professor of physics
in National Tsing Hua University. His chief courses were General
Physics, Electricity and Magnetism, and Principles of Radio. = His lectures
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in General Physics were always well prepared, delivered in a rich VOlCe .
and illustrated with many demonstrations. Examinations were strict and
frequent after ample opportunities had been provided for the students 1o
raise questions. Based on his teaching experience, he wrote General
Physics (Commercial Press, 1953) and Laboratory Course in General.
Physics (Commercial Press, 1955). These books were widely used after
publication and ave still so today. In this period, Dr. Sah’s research was.
the most fruitful, yielding fifteen papers out of a lotal output of twenty-
two. Two sorts of problems occupied his interest. - On the one hand, I& e
solved problems of electric circuit by the dyadic method (ten papers) and
on the other he studied the properties of the vacuum tube (four papers)!
The former served as.the material of his lectures in the Electrical EngL
neering Department of Ohio State University in 1955 while he. was on a |
sabbatical leave from Tsing Hua. Later the substance.of these pdpars
was developed into a book in English (D}fadzc Circuit Analysts, Inler—
national rl«a*ctbook Co., 1939). Dr. Sah’s work in the first period estdbhsh,
ed his reputatlon as a scientist. He was well pleased with the envu'onr—
ment of Tsing Hua, which is congenial to scholar sh1p On his colleanues
and students in T&ll]”‘ Hua, he made a very good impression, especially i in
the Physms Department, where he achieved’ many things worthy of hls
name. After he left Tsing Hua, he continued to take interest in the im-
portant aspects of her development right up to the time of his death. ™"
il Juue, 1957, Dr. Sah was appointed P1e51deut of Anmy Uuwelsuy

by the Nanking Govelument His interest and accomplishment in
teaching and research assured the Mmlsuy of Lducaimn of a most hrtmg
choice for the post. Five days after the Japanese invasion at Lukouchlao,
he left Pelpmo for'his new duties. So at this moment of national cr 1515,
began his second period, which lasted from the summer of 1957 to the
summer of 1945. For seven years during his tenure of office, he carried
Amoy University through a'difficult and migratory period. Here he
surmounted innumerable difficalties. He succeeded in enuraormg soveral
good teachers. But as they were insufficient in number, he had to teach
one;section of Freshman Calculus'himself. ' For lack of textbooks, he even
wrote for the course a textbook whick was published by the Commercial
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Pressin 1948, 1 In Amoy University, he strained his mental and physical
powers to:the limit, seriously impairing his health. ~Though the develop-
ment of the university was limited by war conditions, important.impro-
vements were made and order and discipline were established. To the
campus of Amoy University, the remains of Dr. Sah most-appropriately
returned for burial in the summer of 1949. .

[n the midst of administrative labours, Dr. Sah managed to publish
five papers (Papers Nos. :18:22), three of which were a continuation of his
j-previous studies of electric circuit. -~ In 1944, Dyr. Sah went to America as
Visiting Professor in Massachusetts Institute of Technology aud Stanford
University. His lectures jwere given on the subject of alternating cuyrent
machinery and were developed .into a book which saw priutiin America
in 1946. Dr. Sah wrote two other books in Chinese  on . electrical
enginecring and they are Alternating . Current, Circuit (Cheng .Chung,
1948) and, Principles of Alternating Current Machines (Commerical
Press, 1940). ‘ _

On_Dp. Sab’s 1_'etu1‘1i to Chungkiug from abroad, friends found him
not over-anxious to go.back to Amoy University. Meantime, the post of
Director-General of Academia Sinica had just been Joft vacant. It was
agreed among all scientists in the 'acadeniy and out that Dr. Sah would
be the right candidate. So he was appointed and his acceptance of the
new post marked the begimning of his third period. From the autumn
of 1945 to the middle of December of 1948, two heavy tasks took up bis
whole time. One was the return of the academay to Nanking and the
other the establishment of a centre of mathematics, physics, and chemistry.
Fven at a time the Kuomintang army was initiating civil war, he
succeeded ‘to obtain a grant for erecting two buildings to house the
Institute of Mathematics and the Institute of Physics in the environs of
Chiuhuashan, Nanking. ~Although he did not see them put to full use,
he was convinced of their benefit to the country.

To the Chinese Physical Society, Dr. Sah made important contribu-
tions in various capacities. He was Vice-President in 1946, Secretary
from 1956 to 1937, and Treasurer from 1952 to 1935 and from 1942 to
1945, He served on the Board of Editors of the Chinese Journal of
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Physics from 1944 to 1945. From 1946 to the time of his collapse, he
was Chairman of the. committee for standardizing Chinese termmology '

in physics, taking a deep interest in this work. r

Dr. Sah suffered from stomach ailments as ‘early as during his teach-
ing days in Tsing Hua. But, his general physique being strong, no one
suspected them to be cancerous in nature. He was a lover of sports,
especially tennis, which he played skilfully with his wife, nde Miss Shu-
Shen Huang, and his brother Peter Pen-Tieh Sah, an organic chemist,
The Sah brothers had constant practice together and as partners of a
double, they seldom met their peers. As Dr. Sah was never lax in his
work, the possibility of incipient cancer was easily overlooked. It is to be
regretted that his death was caused by insufficient medical attention
before it was too late.

It is even more to be regretted that his death occurred on the eve of
Chinese liberation. He did not live to see the founding of the New
China or participate in national reconstruction. A talent which could
become a power in the renaissance of natural science in the New China
is, alas, vanished. Dr. Sah is dead but his achievements shall not be
forgotten in the realm of natural science in China.

Tsinghuayuan, 27 July, 1950,



