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Professor Oswald S. Tee 
 

A Tribute 
 

 
 
Oswald S. Tee, known far and wide as Ossie, was born in Northampton, U.K., on 16 
December 1941, into a rural family with traditions in farming and auto mechanics, 
though his maternal grandfather (Oswald Hamilton) had been a chemist who worked for 
a time as an assistant to Sir William Ramsay. He was educated through his B. Sc. 
Degree at the University of Leicester, where he received a much appreciated 
introduction to reaction mechanisms from R.D. Guthrie and S. Trippet. In 1963 
following the sage advice of his tutor, Mike Blandamer, he resolved to pursue his 
education in Canada, where he enrolled at McMaster University, in Hamilton, Ontario. 
At McMaster he carried out research for the M. Sc. degree with John Warkentin, a 
young Assistant Professor at the time. After an explosive disagreement with bentoyl 
peroxide his research project was switched to the base catalyzed enolization of 2- 
butanone, a classic problem in physical organic chemistry since the days of Arthur 
Lapworth. This work was successful and was particularly distinguished by the 
determination of site-specific rates using H/D exchange. He further broadened his 
background by returning to England for a Ph. D. with Alan Katritzky at the University 
of East Anglia, where he studied acid catalyzed H/D exchange of pyrimidines during 
the heyday of mechanistic studies of heterocycles. This was finished in three years and 
he returned to Canada for postdoctoral work with Keith Yates, at the University of 
Toronto. 

In Toronto he carried out independent studies of the “Principle of Least Motion”, 
which were published initially as a single author paper in JACS that put him in the 
international limelight even before obtaining an independent position. 
In 1970 he acquired his charming wife Sue, whom he had met at McMaster in 1964. 
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Their marriage was precipitated by him obtaining a position as Assistant Professor at 
Sir George Williams University in Montreal, which became Concordia University in 
1974. There he continued to work on “Least Motion”, and he began studies of the 
bromination of pyrimidines, which in turn led to a wider interest in bromination of 
phenols, and to the first observation of cyclohexadienone intermediates in water. Later 
he began the study of cyclodextrin catalyzed reactions, which in recent years has been 
his major interest. Because of his wide-ranging interests and expertise he has engaged 
in frequent collaborative projects, and the combination of skills in these efforts has 
been especially rewarding. 

He was a student in Canada at a time of rapid growth in Canadian chemistry, and 
became acquainted with many others who also become leaders in the field. Due to his 
congenial nature, for which "outgoing" is too mild a description, those he came in 
contact with also remembered him. He was in a strong position to participate in the 
development of the distinctive Canadian identity in chemistry, especially due to the 
happy circumstance that he was resident in Quebec and nominally fluent in French. He 
has occupied many positions of leadership in the Canadian Society for Chemistry-
Chemical Institute of Canada, first with the Executive in the Montreal Section, then in 
all positions on the executive of the Organic Division, including Conference Program 
Chair and Divisional Chair. He was a member of the CSC Board, and was given the first 
portfolio of Public Awareness, where he spearheaded the birth of National Chemistry 
Week in Canada. Ossie has long been a leading spirit in the Ontario-Quebec 
Minisymposium on Physical Organic Chemistry, which was held for the 29th

 time in 
2001. This highlighted Canadian excellence in this field to a worldwide audience. He 
has served frequently as an organizer of conferences and symposia, and has been an 
active participant at such meetings across Canada and around the world. He is renowned         
for his after dinner speeches on such occasions, which have entertained many. In 
recognition of his many contributions he was made the Fellow of the Chemical Institute 
of Canada in 1993. 

His scientific leadership and extensive administrative service played a major role to 
the rise of Concordia University to its present respected position. He also was active on 
the world scene in the International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry, and has 
lectured extensively in Canada, the U.S., New Zealand, Australia, the UK and Ireland, 
France and elsewhere in Europe (Spain, Switzerland, Italy, Belgium, Italy, and Croatia). 
His sabbatical leaves in California with Joe Bunnett, in France with Jean-Marie Lehn, 
and Australia with Chris Easton, also strengthened the ties between these countries and 
Canada. 
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With all these activities he still has found time for his pastimes of music appreciation 
and bird watching, and he has been an excellent friend to all. Canadian and indeed 
world chemistry continues to be enriched by his presence. 
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