
 

Peter Higgs: physicist who predicted 'God
particle'
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Nobel Prize winning British physicist Peter Higgs, who gave his name to the
mass-giving particle, pictured in 2008.

Nobel laureate Peter Higgs gave his name to one of the great scientific
discoveries of the last century, earning a place alongside Albert Einstein

1/5



 

and Max Planck in physics textbooks.

Through ground-breaking theoretical work, Higgs, who died on Monday
aged 94, helped explain how the universe has mass, resolving one of the
greatest puzzles in physics.

His 1964 theory of a mass-giving particle, which became known as the
Higgs boson or the "God particle", earned him and Belgian physicist
Francois Englert the 2013 Nobel Prize for Physics.

But when the announcement for which he had been waiting for half a
century came, the unassuming physicist was nowhere to be found, having
slipped out his back door into a pub, according to the 2022 biography
"Elusive".

Higgs later admitted that the sudden fame was "a bit of a nuisance".

Announcing his death on Tuesday, the University of Edinburgh—where
he had taught and researched in various capacities since the
1950s—hailed him a "great teacher and mentor".

It said he had inspired "generations of young scientists".

'Oh shit, I know...'

The Higgs boson confers mass on some of the fundamental particles that
make up matter.

Without it, theorists explain, we and all the other connected atoms in the
universe would not exist.

Shy and unassuming, Higgs had seen the light almost half a century
before the particle's existence was confirmed by the European
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Organisation for Nuclear Research (CERN) in Geneva in July 2012 in
the Large Hadron Collider.

He realized in a eureka moment as a young lecturer in 1946 there could
be a field of novel particles that confers mass.

"He said, 'Oh shit, I know how to do that!'" former colleague and friend
Alan Walker told AFP of the breakthrough as recounted to him by
Higgs.

Higgs published a paper on his theory in 1964, becoming the flag bearer
of a premise to which several scientists had contributed over the years,
including Englert, but which, at the outset, found few backers.
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Nobel Physics laureates Peter Higgs (R) and Francois Englert applaud
recognition of their mass-giving "Higgs Bosun" in July 2012.

Particularly skeptical was CERN, which embarked on a years-long, multi-
billion-dollar quest to find the needle-in-a-haystack particle, culminating
in its own eureka moment on July 4, 2012.

Higgs was present in Geneva to hear CERN announce that it had found a
particle "consistent" with the elusive boson.

"It's very nice to be right sometimes. It has certainly been a long wait,"
he declared.

He and Englert won a slew of awards for their work, including the
prestigious Wolf Prize in 2004.

But Higgs revealed he had turned down a knighthood, saying he felt the
British honors system was "used for political purposes."

'Gentle'

Higgs was born in Newcastle upon Tyne, in northeastern England, on
May 29, 1929, to a Scottish mother and an English father who worked as
a sound engineer at the BBC.

He studied at King's College in London, gaining a Ph.D. in 1954, and
went on to lecture at Edinburgh University.

Balding and ruddy-cheeked, he retired in 1996 and continued to live
quietly in the Scottish capital, where he was emeritus professor of
theoretical physics.
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A modest man, who published only around a dozen scientific papers
over his career, he cringed every time the term "Higgs boson" was used
in his presence.

But as a life-long atheist, he disliked the "God particle" even more.

"He is a very mild-mannered and very gentle man, but he actually does
get a little tenacious if you say something wrong that (has to do with)
physics," his former colleague and friend Walker once said.

Others credited with contributing to the Higgs theory include Americans
Gerald Guralnik, Carl Hagen, and Briton Tom Kibble, who jointly did a
separate paper on the mechanism in the same year as Higgs.

Higgs married American linguist Jody Williamson, with whom he had
two children. The pair later separated but remained close until her death
in 2008 of leukemia.

He campaigned against nuclear weapons, joining a call in 2015 for
Britain to abandon its Trident nuclear deterrent.
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