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In Memoriam 
 

 

 

Professor Robert Brady Williamson 
1933 - 2007 

 

Robert Brady Williamson, a pioneer in fire safety engineering science and professor emeritus at the 

University of California, Berkeley, died of melanoma on August 1, 2007 at Alta Bates Summit Medical 

Center in Berkeley, California at age 73. Despite the difficulty of battling cancer, he continued to be an 

active fire researcher to the end, attending the January 2007 conference, Fire and Materials, in San 

Francisco. Williamson's work was significant to establishing fire safety engineering science as a recognized 

branch of research with university level educational programs, to characterizing the fire hazards of plastics, 

and to improving the life safety of the building codes in use today.  

Williamson was born on November 19, 1933, in New York state. He attended middle school and high 

school in Kansas City, Missouri. He earned a bachelor of arts in physics and a bachelor of science and a 

Ph.D. in applied physics at Harvard University in 1956, 1959 and 1965, respectively. While he was 

studying for his degrees, he worked as a research physicist at Raytheon and as a graduate assistant and 

teaching fellow at Harvard. His studies were briefly interrupted in 1962 when he was called into active duty 

as a member of the U.S. Navy Reserves, serving as an aviation electronics technician with Air Anti-

Submarine Squadron 915. 

After earning his Ph.D. in 1965, Williamson taught as an Assistant Professor of Civil Engineering at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology for three years. In 1968, he joined the faculty at UC Berkeley's 

Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering and was promoted to Professor in 1979. At UC 

Berkeley, aided by a National Science Foundation grant under the Research Applied to National Needs 

program, Williamson established a fire safety engineering science program at a time when few people 

considered this an appropriate area for scientific inquiry. He generously invited faculty from other 

engineering departments, architecture and forestry to join him in collaborating on the grants he had brought 

to campus. He also held appointments at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory and the UC Forest 

Products Laboratory, and was a creative and innovative researcher, known for his kindness and generosity 

toward his students and colleagues. The University of California’s Interdisciplinary Studies Program in Fire 

Safety Engineering Science, chaired for many years by Professor Williamson, has produced more PhD’s 

dedicated to fire safety science than any other U.S. institution. 

Williamson's grounding in physics in the Applied Sciences Division at Harvard led him to extract the 

maximum fundamental understanding from empirical evidence. His excellent experimental expertise 

allowed him to develop material flammability test methods which reflected full scale fire behavior. At the 

University of California at Berkeley’s Richmond Field Station he conducted full scale fire tests and 
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developed his corner test for ranking material flammability. This test and an updated version, the scaled 

compartment corner test, are now used by international standards organizations and building codes.  

Brady also had the unusual ability to interact productively with a wide range of individuals interested in fire 

from code officials, firefighters, fire protection engineers and fire litigation attorneys to chemical and 

physical scientists. He generously donated his time to NFPA committees and international standards 

organizations. He assisted in many fire reconstructions and served as a consultant to the U.S. Federal Trade 

Commission in its landmark 1973 lawsuit against the plastics industry and ASTM. As a result of this 

lawsuit, the industry funded the Products Research Committee which sponsored innovative material 

flammability research at a wide range of institutions. 

In 2001, Williamson retired from UC Berkeley and was appointed a Professor of the Graduate School, a 

designation reserved for retired faculty who are fully engaged in research and who continue to contribute 

with outstanding distinction to the graduate program. He earned numerous awards and honors throughout 

his career, including the 2001 Arthur B. Guise Medal and the 1988 Harry C. Bigglestone Award for 

Excellence in Communication from the Society of Fire Protection Engineers. He was a member of the 

American Society of Civil Engineers, the National Fire Protection Association, the International 

Association for Fire Safety Science and the Society of Fire Protection Engineers.  

Williamson is survived by his wife, Dr. Nancy Brown-Williamson of Berkeley, who is head of the 

Atmospheric Sciences Department at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory; their son, John Bradford 

Williamson of San Francisco; his children from a previous marriage, son, Robert Lowell Williamson of 

Incline Village, NV; and daughters, Katherine T. Bettencourt of Clio, MI, Anne L. Curtis of Belmont, MA, 

and Sarah T. St. John of San Jose, CA. He left before we were willing to let him go and he is sorely missed. 



xi

In Memoriam 

 
 

Professor Hikaro Saito 
1930 - 2006 

 

Professor Hikaru Saito passed away on 16th November 2006. He had made a tremendous contribution to 

the study of fire-resistant building design and was recognized as a leading researcher in that field, 

especially noted for his pioneering work on the structural behavior of buildings in fires. 

Professor Saito graduated from Tokyo University in 1953, but remained there as a researcher until 1960. 

From 1960-70, he worked at The Building Research Institute of Japan, which he left in 1970 to take up a 

post as professor at Chiba University, where he remained until 1996. After his retirement from Chiba, he 

moved to Nihon University, holding the post of professor there from 1996-2001. 

The main theme of his research at Tokyo University was the structural behavior of steel encased reinforced 

concrete in earthquakes. At the Building Research Institute, he began research on fire-resistant structural 

design for buildings with Professor Kawagoe and others. Professor Saito considered the problem of 

structural behavior in fires from the standpoint of the thermal elongation of members and restraint of the 

surrounding structure and developed a theory of thermal stress and deformation in building structures 

exposed to fire. He showed that the buckling stress of steel column and the yielding deflection of steel 

beam at elevated temperature were decided by exchange the elastic modulus and yielding stress in room 

temperature to ones at elevated temperature. Based on these result, Professor Saito examined thermal stress 

and thermal deformation of member restrained at both ends and suggested the fire engineering design 

principle that beam should be buckled rather early and column should be maintained. On the other hand, his 

theory emphasized the phenomenon of explosive spalling of reinforced or pre-stressed concrete structures 

during fires, caused on hypothesis of thermal stress as opposed to the vapor stress. 

Professor Saito served as chairman of the Japanese ISO TC92 Committee (concerned with fire safety) from 

1991 - 2005, and as president of the Japan Association for Fire Science and Engineering from 1993 - 1995. 

He was an active and leading member of several committees concerned with the application of fire safety 

regulations to building structures until two months before his death. 
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