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riends: As you realize by now,

one of the duties of a research

advisor is to write letters of
recommendation for his former col-
laborators. 1 love you all, and will
keep writing until you pass away or
I pass away, whichever comes first
(and even a few years thereafter; re-
mind me to tell you the story of a
professor who had to write letters
after he died . . .). But al times the
number of such letters, and worse,
the pressure to do them by yester-
day, by fax, etc., mounts up.

Therefore, after hours of consul-
tation with the current research
group (who displayed much more
interest in this subject than in any-
thing else in years), we have come
up with a scientific scheme, a semi-
empirical formula. This specifies
the compensalion you will have to
pay for a letter, requested by you or
your Department Chair.

The compensalion for thal per-
fect letter (COMPL) will be mea-
sured in the equivalent of grams ol
pure gold, “gpg.” so as to avoid in-
flation and currency exchange
problems. It may be calculated by
the following empirical formula al
right. The variables and parameters
have the following meanings:

" lhow is the actual date, expressed
wilh the Julian day number

" lde parture is the date of departure
from the research group

® O(r) is the Heavyside step func-
lion; ® =0ifx<0,0=1ifx >0

® 11 is the number of recommenda-
tion letters written so far

® {jeadline 18 the date by which the

recommendation letter should be
sent off

L] fl'esponse is the date when a re-
quest for a recommendation letter
reaches RH

® [ ews 1S the date when the former
group member (FGM) gels (o know
that a recommendation letter
should be asked for

n ""reply is the date when the FGM
took the time to ask RH for the rec-
ommendation letter. Here | have to

fnow ~doparture_,
365

i
COMPL =a{e

ply must be sent off from RH (equal
to 5 for courier post, 2 for fax and e-
mail, 0 otherwise), and

ng B, %6 & ¢ n R, and Q are semi-
empirical parameters, self-consistent
with years of writing experience, il-
erated toward the following values:
a=0.049 gpg

B=0.207

y=0.033 gpg x letters-!

3=10.028 gpg x days x letters-!
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rely on the information provided by
the FGM; T know this will nol be easy
Lo obtain, but there are many former
KGB agents looking for work . . .

® Ninfq 18 the number of missing
pieces of information among the fol-
lowing: complete address to which
a letter should be senl, Lype of job,
up-to-date curriculum vilae

" Zin press characterizes the way a
request reaches RH (equal Lo 10 if it
is forwarded to me when I'm away
on a trip, 1 for fax and e-mail, 2 for
telephone, 0 otherwise)

" Z gut press shows the way the re-

presau;e term

riph)

medium term

N XNy, +Q(z:1ms

aggravation term

£=5.014 gpg
£=0.489 gpg
n=0.516 gpg
X =2.047 (ultimate penalty)
Q=0.5 gpg
These specific values should cover
all possible cases. For reasons of mer-
cy, however, COMPL amounls below 1
gpg will be neglected. Also, note the
grace period of two years in the “his-
tory” term. So applicants for their firsl
position need not worry too much.
[ forgol to say that COMPL is nol
allowed to become negative.
Payment is to be in the form of a
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the dean but asked to see the president of the
university, and a meeling was promptly
arranged. He was offered a salary three times
that of the highest paid full professor, a whole
floor of the chemistry department, and all kinds
of other perquisites. He went back to Woods
Hole to think the matter over. About a week lal-
er, he called me, and said “Irv, you and your
colleagues have been most warm and gener-
ous, but I am going to decline your offer.” So I
asked whether there was anything else we
could do to attract him, and he said, “No, Irv;
the only objection I really have to Northwestern
is that it has no one there who even thinks that
he has been cheated out of a Nobel prize!”

On another occasion | was a minor interme-
diary for Prof in establishing one of his industri-
al connections. Starting with his work on vita-
min C, I suppose, he had a fascination for trying
to isolate pure, defined molecules from tissue
extracts, be it a thymus hormone to cure my-
otonia or retine and promine Lo modulate cell
growth. Aboul the former, he wrote:

“I started hunting for fluorescent substances
and soon discovered a subslance in my extract
which, if illuminated with near-ultraviolet,
showed a splendid fluorescence. It was present
in traces only. The isolation of this substance in
crystals was the only brilliant piece of chemical
work | ever produced. The crystals were sent
for the analysis of their constitution to Merck &
Company, whose report was expected with
greal excitement. I did not have to wait long for
it. Il told me that what 1 [had] isolated was a
substance |a plasticizer] which I [had] extracted
from my rubber tubing.”

At that time he was also forced to abandon
his thymus myotonia research for other reasons.
For this work, he had to use goats as the animal
model and he had a colony at the Marine Bio-
logical Laboratory, but as he said in his Hopkins
lecture, “I work in a marine biological laborato-
ry and the smell of goats clearly identifies them
as non-marine organisms.”

From thymus extracts he also isolated the two
growth factors that he christened retine and
promine. However, he could obtain only minute
quantities from this gland. Al the suggestion of
Charles Huggins, he looked at urine and indeed

found tiny quantities in it. So he decided he
needed a large-scale collection and isolation fa-
cility. At that time, I was a consultant for Abbolt
Laboratories, a very large pharmaceutical firm
aboul 40 miles north of Chicago. Abbotl is very
near the Great Lakes Naval Training Station and
also Fort Sheridan, where lens of thousands of
recruits for the Navy and for the Army were be-
ing trained continuously. So let me continue on
with Prof’s own words at that time:

“Abbott Laboratories in Chicago offered to
collect and crudely extract for us quantities of
several thousand gallons of urine weekly. This
was a wonderful godsend. We blessed the
armed forces, which were the final source. The
U.S. Army is urinating now for me, and it is com-
forting to know that there is at least one army in
this world which does something useful.”

This incident reminded me of another of
Prof’s famous “thanks” for help, which he wrote
in 1946 just after he had left Hungary. In a pref-
ace o his book Chemistry of Muscular Contrac-
tion, he expresses gratitude to the Josiah Macy
Foundation and others and then concludes with
the quip “. .. my thanks are |also| due to Profes-
sor J. W. McBain of Stanford University for giv-
ing me his fountain pen to write this book.”

Since there are so many widely circulated
anecdotes and stories aboul Szent-Gyorgyi, as a
historian | musl interject a small note of caution.
The store of items we have accumulaled is
called nowadays “oral history.” Some years ago
1 had a long conversation with Samuel
Goudsmil, the discoverer, with George Uhlen-
beck, of electron spin, during Goudsmit’s visil Lo
Northwestern to receive an honorary degree. |
was trying to extract an oral history of the ori-
gins of wave mechanics in the heady period of
the mid-1920s, when the young Goudsmit was in
the vortex of events. AL the outset of our conver-
sation, Goudsmil said: “oral history?—all lies!” |
feel he was exaggerating. However, it is my im-
pression that only about 50% of what we hear
from people who are reminiscing is not true—
the problem is Lo figure out which 50%.

Nevertheless, of one thing I am 100% certain.
It will be a long, long lime before another like
Albert Szent-Gyorgyi appears again in the sci-
entific world.
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nice book, in any language, its value
equal to the COMPL. Non-U.8. resi-
dents may substitute labor (in the
form of translating one or more of
my poems into their native
guage) in the place ol a book.

I realize the act of requesting a let-
ter of recommendation is rich in psy-
chological complexity; I don’t mean Lo
make it any more difficult. So keep on
asking for those letters—wriling them
may be the most creative thing I do!

I wish you all a good year, healthy
and happy and productive.

Best regards,

Roald
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THE LAW OF INANIMATE MALICE*

MORDECAI B. RUBIN
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Haifa, Israel

n addition to such fundamental

axioms of chemistry as the law of

conservalion of mass, the law of
multiple proportions, the various
laws of thermodynamics, and so on,
there are a variety ol lesser known
laws which govern the practical op-
eration of chemical research. The
best known of these is Murphy’s law,
which states that “anything which
may possibly go wrong will do so.”
Another one of these is O'Halloran’s
law (also known as Brady’s law),
which simply avers that Murphy was
an oplimisl. A special Murphy case is

| Hofstadter’s law [1], Lo the effect that

“things take longer than expected
even when one lakes Hofstadter’s
law into account.”

A much more obscure, bul far
more insidious, evil is the law of
inanimate malice (LIM). For some
years, whenever we have been pre-
sented with the opportunity to deliv-
er some scienlific results before an
audience, we have spread the word
about this law. Now that advancing
age and the restrictions of retire-
ment make such public pronounce-
ments less frequent, it seems desir-
able to continue the fight against this
vicious law through the printed
word. It is, however, entirely possi-
ble that the printing presses of
Springer-Verlag will deliberately

break down just when Lhis exposure |

of the LIM is aboul to be printed.

* Sinee linguistic problems have been know to
arise in explaining this law, we note the fol-
lowing equivalents. French, La loi de la malice
inanimée: German, Das Tiicke des Objekles;

Hebrew, Hok Nivzul Ha'Domem.

A typical example of the LIM fol-
lows. You have finally worked oul a
procedure for preparing a novel new
molecule of immense theoretical sig-
nificance. Weeks have gone into the
preparation, and you have finally
done the key experiment. All that re-
mains is to gel the NMR spectrum of
the reaction product. The structure
will then be established and success
will be yours. Only, the product is ex-
tremely unstable, and the spectrum
musl be determined within a very
shorl time after the pure compound
has been obtained. All is sel up, you
race down to the NMR lab, insert the
sample lube into the magnet, rush to
the console, press Lhe enter key on
the computer, and #/6Y0, the NMR
machine breaks down. By the time il
is back in operation, the sample has
decomposed and you have to start all
over. “Oh, what bad luck,” you say Lo
all and sundry. Bad luck, my foot!
The instrument knew that this was a
most imporlanl spectrum and quile
deliberalely shult itself down, proba-
bly chuckling to itself gleefully al the
same time.

We once undertook a seemingly
straightforward photochemical inves-
tigation[2]. In the best modern lash-
ion, samples of the irradiated solution
were wilhdrawn at intervals and sub-
jected 1o gas-chromatographic (GC)
analysis. As the peak [or starting ma-
terial decreased, a single new peak
developed, and the final solution, af-
ter disappearance of most of the start-
ing malerial, contained a single com-
pound, or so we concluded. This was
conlirmed by preparative chromatog-
raphy on the slightly basic adsorbent
Florisil. Over 90% yield a single crys-
talline substance was oblained. lts GC
relention time was identical to thal of
the peak observed during the course
of the irradiation. A nearly perfecl ex-
periment. Bul, as we delved into the
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