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As the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences prepares 
for the restoration of Lincoln Hall, we pause to reflect 
on its storied past. (Photos by Thompson-McClellan, 
Chris Brown, and courtesy of U of I Archives and  
U of I Facilities and Services.)

This July came the welcome and long-awaited news that funding for the 

restoration of lincoln Hall has been included in the state’s capital budget. 

anyone who has taken classes in this bustling center of the College of liberal 

arts and Sciences—as virtually every University of Illinois alum has—knows 

that the nearly century-old landmark desperately needs not only to be re-

stored to its original beauty and functionality, but also upgraded to a 21st-

century learning environment. There is much to do before we open the next 

chapter in lincoln Hall’s history, but we’re certain that this memorial to one of america’s great-

est presidents will soon resume its role as one of the University’s most vital intellectual centers 

where bright young leaders are prepared for an unprecedented era.

When lincoln Hall opened in 1911, educators were preparing students for an expanding so-

ciety, one in which ideas and innovations were rapidly escalating and learning opportunities 

for high-ability individuals from all backgrounds were increasing. It’s humbling to realize that 

today, while our state of knowledge is more advanced, we’re still teaching students to succeed 

in an ever-evolving world through critical thought, deep understanding of complex issues, and 

diverse viewpoints. We maintain the land-grant ideal of access for high achieving students. The 

means may have changed, but not our goals. While the original builders encouraged students 

to think beyond campus by adding museums to lincoln Hall, we will encourage the same by 

equipping classrooms with “smart technology” to efficiently link our scholars and students to a 

world of ideas.

Yet the renovations will respect our heritage. lincoln Hall’s most historically significant fea-

tures—the exterior panels depicting abraham lincoln’s life and quotes, the marble foyer, the 

theater, detailing in the halls and classrooms—will be restored. The original designers sought to 

inspire future generations, and so do we. 

as the restoration begins this winter I encourage you to follow its progress. after all, it was all 

of our words and encouragement that finally convinced our elected leaders to usher our dream 

so close to reality. It’s time to be grateful for what has been accomplished, and soon it will be 

time to celebrate a new beginning in our educational mission. 

Ruth Watkins, Dean
College of liberal arts and Sciences
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Lincoln Hall Restoration Will Reaffirm Core Values

RESEARCHERS RECEiVE CoLLABoRATioN AwARD FoR PHARMACEuTiCAL TECHNoLogy

It was a multimillion-dollar mistake. Several years back, a major pharmaceutical company had just 

put a new drug on the shelves after completely following a process approved by the Food and Drug 

Administration. But a few months after the drug was in stores, its properties began to change on the 

shelf in totally unexpected ways. The product was pulled, and by the time they could put the drug back 

in production, the ordeal had cost the company hundreds of millions of dollars.

University of Illinois researchers, working with the pharmaceutical industry, have since developed 

procedures that decrease the likelihood of such disasters; and as a result, they were recently awarded the 

2009 Collaboration Success Award from the Council for Chemical Research. 

The U of I team, led by Richard Braatz, professor of chemical and biomolecular engineering, fo-

cused on the crystallization process, one of the most challenging steps in the production of pharma-

ceuticals. As Braatz explains, most drugs are sold in a crystallized form because it tends to be the most 

stable and cheapest method for drug delivery. Essentially, a tablet consists of drug crystals and other 

ingredients compacted into the shape of a pill.

During the crystallization process, impurities are removed; however, the process is very sensitive to 

many factors and can be affected by small amounts of contaminants. Also, when a drug’s production is 

scaled up, the crystals can be affected if the mixing is not done ideally during processing.

Braatz, along with a team of eight students and postdocs, worked with Merck and Co. researchers 

to design a set of procedures and statistical methods that made it possible to get very high accuracy 

in analyzing crystallization processes using real-time, in-process infrared spectroscopy and laser-based, 

particle-sizing sensor technology. This information was then used to design and control processes for 

manufacturing crystals with the desired properties. 

“The technology helps you get the right purity, the right crystal structure, and the right particle size 

distribution,” Braatz says.

In fact, their technology was so successful with Merck that several other companies quickly came on 

board. The FDA now recognizes it as state-of-the-art technology. Braatz’s work with Merck has since 

concluded, but he continues to refine the process technologies in collaboration with a consortium of 

pharmaceutical companies. 

As for the multimillion-dollar mistake, Braatz says it never would have happened if the company 

had fully understood the chemistry of their system. 

“Our technology makes the crystallization process purer, safer, and faster,” he says.    

New Brazilian Studies 
institute Positions illinois 
to Be a National Leader

As Brazil emerges as one of the world’s largest, most 
vibrant economies, University of Illinois is staging its 
own emergence—as home to one of the most com-
prehensive programs dedicated to understanding 
this new powerhouse.

With a $14 million gift from Jorge Paulo Lemann 
and family, of Jona, Switzerland, and Sao Paulo, 
Brazil, U of I will become home to the new Lemann 
Institute of Brazilian Studies. The Lemann Institute 
will build upon the University’s existing programs 
and initiatives related to Brazil to create one of the 
leading Brazilian studies programs in the nation.

“Our gift stems from our appreciation of the 
University’s contribution in attracting an increasing 
number of talented Brazilians and in enhancing their 
education,” says Lemann. “They, in turn, positively af-
fect Brazilian development and society, as evidenced 
by the number of Illinois graduates in important jobs 
throughout Brazil. The creation of the institute will 
build on these efforts.”

Funds from the gift will support an endowed pro-
fessorship and lectureship, scholarly exchanges with 
researchers in Brazil, and will expand the opportu-
nities for students and faculty to study and conduct 
research in Brazil on any aspect of Brazilian culture 
and society. The institute also will offer graduate and 
professional training opportunities as well as sup-
port conferences. 

Research Team Uncovers New Antibiotics 
in Unexplored Class of Compounds
For every star in the universe, there are 1 billion bacteria here on 
earth. In the human body alone, you can find 10 times more bacte-
rial cells than there are total human cells in the body. 

“The number is so big that I can’t even wrap my mind around 
it,” says laS microbiology professor William Metcalf, who has long 
been fascinated with the chemical warfare continuously taking 
place among bacteria. Now, he and his fellow University of Illinois 
researchers are looking for ways to tap into this chemical warfare 
and use it against a variety of medical threats, from malaria to cancer. 

The U of I team is tapping into the genetics that guide bacteria to create  
antibiotics from a little-known class of compounds called phosphonates.  
It’s part of a $7 million, five-year effort to find medical uses for phosphonates. 

A CrystAl CleAr solution 
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Neal Cohen still remembers his days at MIT in 
the early 1980s, when he would drive a patient 
known as HM from Connecticut to Massachu-
setts for testing. HM had no idea who Cohen 
was or why they were even in the car. That’s 
because HM, the most famous neurological 
patient in the world, had one of the most se-
vere cases of amnesia on record.

HM was 27 years old in 1953 when he un-
derwent an experimental surgical procedure 
to find relief from severe epileptic seizures 
that struck multiple times per day. The sur-
gery successfully controlled the seizures, but 
it also left him without an ability to create 
new enduring memories of facts and events. 
HM could remember his life through age 16; 
but as Cohen, an laS professor, says, “He had 
poorer memory for the events of his life since 
age 16 than anyone you will ever meet.”

HM passed away this past year. as for Cohen, 
he now directs the University of Illinois amne-
sia Research laboratory, where he has been 
tracking more than 20 subjects over a con-
siderable span of time. He says the most com-
mon depictions of amnesia in pop culture are 
usually off base. In typical TV scenarios, people 
lose their sense of identity after a severe blow 
to the head—who they are, who they owe ali-
mony to, or how many kids they have. But ac-
cording to Cohen, “The loss of identity almost 
never happens after brain injury.”

The main time you see a loss of identity 
comes from “psychogenic amnesia,” the kind 
of amnesia that follows a severe psychologi-
cal stress or horrific event. These cases are 
rare and the memories often return quickly, 
sometimes within a week, he says.

The more common amnesia cases result 
from structural damage to the brain. When 
this happens, patients don’t forget who they 

are, but they are unable to form new endur-
ing memories. Take the case of lucy (not her 
real name), a woman whom Cohen studied. 
after receiving a drive-up flu shot, lucy had a 
severe allergic reaction and drove into a tree, 
resulting in a severe closed head injury and 
amnesia. She could not form new enduring 
memories of facts and events. 

according to Cohen, lucy devised one of 
the best coping plans he had ever seen. She 
kept meticulous notes in her memory book, 
which she used to record what she had done 
during the day as well as other vital informa-
tion, such as what her car looks like. 

Until she devised her system, even simple 
tasks such as showering could go on forever. 
lucy would wash her arm, then wash her hair, 
and then wash her arm again because she had 
forgotten she already washed it. lucy taught 
herself to use a laminated checklist in the 
shower and to use very detailed checklists at 
her job. 

Cohen says that movies such as The Bourne 
Identity get it partly right. In the movie, after 
a head injury, superspy Jason Bourne loses 
his identity (wrong), but he retains his super-
spy skills (right). Cohen’s research has shown 
that people can retain their skills and learn 
new skills, even when they cannot form new 
memories of facts and events.

In the lab, for instance, they teach computer 
game skills to amnesia subjects, who learn 
and retain these skills at the same rate as non-
amnesia subjects of the same age and intelli-
gence. But when Cohen tells amnesia subjects 
that they’re “doing great, an improvement over 
yesterday,” they inevitably respond in puzzle-
ment by saying, “I came here yesterday?”

Cohen’s work has been key to showing that 
our brain is organized into multiple memory 
systems, and that damage to certain regions of 
the brain does not affect all types of memory. 
among these systems are declarative memory 
(the facts and events of our lives), procedural 
memory (our skills), and emotional memory. 
Emotional memory enables us to remember 
fine details of certain emotional events, such 
as exactly what we were doing during the at-
tacks on 9/11.     

Research at the lab has also probed the 
vital role played by the hippocampus. Spe-
cific memories are distributed throughout the 
brain—the language information in one part, 
information about people and objects in an-
other, spatial information in another, etc.

“The hippocampus binds these different 
elements together, so you can remember the 
whos, the whats, the whens, and in what or-
der,” he says. 

“Everything about who we are and how we 
came to be—that is our memory at work,” he 
adds. “We’re only in the present at this mo-
ment, and then it’s gone. as Tennessee Wil-
liams once said, ‘life is all memory, except for 
the one present moment that goes by so quick 
you can hardly catch it going.’”

English Professor 
Wins Recognition 
for Poetry 

For the second time in less 
than a year, an English pro-
fessor from the University of 
Illinois has received a national 
award for poetry. Janice N. 
Harrington received one of the 
six 2009 Rona Jaffe Founda-
tion Writers’ Awards, which are 

awarded annually to female writers who “dem-
onstrate excellence and promise in the early 
stages of their careers.” 

The award was established in 1995 by nov-
elist Rona Jaffe (1931-2005) to honor female 
writers of fiction, non-fiction, and poetry. 

“Rona Jaffe’s legacy is the real story,” says 
Harrington. “She’s enabled women to pursue 
their goals as artists. The award is not only an 
honor, but also a challenge to meet Jaffe’s high 
standard, and to make a difference in the lives 
of others.”

The award brings with it a $25,000 prize, 
which Harrington will use to finish Night Shift, 
a collection of poems based on her experience 
working as a nurse’s aide in nursing homes 
in Nebraska. She also is working on a poetry 
manuscript on Horace H. Pippin, an African 
American folk artist who created his work in 
the 1930s and ’40s.

Harrington’s first book of poems, Even the 
Hollow My Body Made is Gone, was published 
in 2007. It received the A. Poulin Jr. Poetry 
Prize in 2006 and the 2008 Kate Tufts Discov-
ery Award.

Her poetry also has appeared in Beloit Po-
etry Journal, Crab Orchard Review, Field, Har-
vard Review and other journals. Her work has 
been supported by fellowships from Bread Loaf 
Writers’ Conference, Cave Canem and the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts.

Conservationists push to protect a 
symbol of racial tolerance

a lost town in Illinois that’s become a symbol of racial 
tolerance has a more certain future now that a conser-
vation group plans to acquire some of its most histori-
cally significant plots. 

 The archaeological Conservancy has agreed to pur-
chase nine acres of land in the vanished town of New 
Philadelphia, a historical site near the Missouri border 
that has been studied by U of I researchers for years. 
The area is currently held in a land trust.  

 anthropology professor and archaeologist Chris 
Fennell says the Conservancy 
plans to purchase “downtown” 
New Philadelphia, where ar-
chaeological digs have re-

vealed a concentration of homes and businesses. The 
acquisition “will greatly assist in conserving this ex-
ceptional historical re- source and further facilitating 
future development of New Philadelphia,” says Fennell.

 The town (peak population 160) was founded in 
1836 by Frank McWorter, a former slave who bought freedom for himself and his family. The 
settlement later served as home to a mix of free african americans and whites who lived at peace 
with each other within a region marked by racial strife. 

 New Philadelphia faded away after it was bypassed by a new railroad in 1869, but archaeolo-
gists have excavated tens of thousands of artifacts providing insights into the daily life of biracial 
communities at the time. 

 The town is on the U.S. National Register of Historic Places, and in January 2009 it was named 
a National Historic landmark. a current U.S. Senate bill (S. 1629) would authorize the U.S. Na-
tional Park Service to study the feasibility of making New Philadelphia a national historical park. 

AmnesiA ReseARch Unlocks mysteRies of PeoPle lost in time
By Doug Peterson

BoURne
Reality

the

u of i Anthropologist is First to Explore 
Sacred Pools in Belize

Crocodiles and underground caves are among the challenges 
facing a team of researchers who will be the first to explore the 
sacred pools of the southern maya lowlands in rural belize.

the expedition, made possible by a grant from the national 
geographic society and led by U of i archaeologist Lisa Lucero, 
will include a team of expert divers and a geochemist, who will 

investigate the cultural significance and environmental history and condition 
of three of the 23 pools of Cara blanca, in central belize. 

Called cenotes (sen-oh-tays), these groundwater-filled sinkholes in the 
limestone bedrock were treated as sacred sites by the maya, says Lucero.

“Any openings in the earth were considered portals to the underworld, into 
which the ancient maya left offerings. We know from ethnographic accounts 
that maya collected sacred water from these sacred places, mostly from caves.” 

the expedition will head to belize in the spring after the rainy season.
After mapping for fragile maya artifacts, which they would expect to find at 

a ceremonial site, the team will take water data and manually drill sediment 
cores to document any record of drought or other environmental factors that 
are believed to have contributed to the demise of the maya.



rock of modern economics as inadequate in 

tackling real issues. He believes that intan-

gibles—values in particular—play a role in 

economics, and that economic systems must 

be embedded within a social framework. 

You cannot solve problems in a nation like 

Bangladesh solely through market forces, he 

adds, because market forces would dictate 

that the best people and ideas would aban-

don the Third World for more 

developed countries. 

“I was taught that 

economics deals with 

real world problems, 

and mathematics deals 

with precision. So ini-

tially I thought this was a 

way to get a precise solution to the 

world’s problems,” he says. “As soon as I 

started seeing what the models actually do, I 

realized there was an enormous gap between 

real world problems and the model formu-

lations I was producing. So I slowly started 

distancing myself from that area and moved 

into other areas where I thought I would get 

more insight.”

He hasn’t given up hope that economists 

can help the Third World, but he believes 

culture specificity is the key in evaluating and 

solving problems.

“That is why I work on 

Bangladesh, because I think I 

understand Bangladesh,” says 

ECOnOMiC DEvELOpMEnt
One way for an economist to study the strug-

gles of an impoverished nation is by toiling 

through mathematical formulas in a com-

fortable room thousands of miles away. Then 

there’s Salim Rashid’s way, which includes 

leaving his desk and buzzing on a motorcycle 

through cyclone-ravaged plains and forests in 

Bangladesh. 

Rashid, who joined the University of Il-

linois faculty in 1981, visits Bangladesh—a 

south Asian nation of 150 million people 

that is roughly the size of Illinois—once a 

year in a mission to steer his native country 

away from what he considers a disastrous 

path. As housing devours more than 1 per-

cent of Bangladesh’s agricultural land each 

year, the population is projected to skyrocket 

to 250 million by the year 2100. 

“What I’ve been doing over the last 10 

years is going back and repeatedly trying to 

emphasize this  point,” he says. “You have 

to think 30 years ahead and then bring that 

backwards in order to get something effective 

happening. You can’t just look at the current 

budget and the next year’s budget and 

the next year’s budget and think 

that just because Bangladesh 

has staved off disaster for the last 50 years 

it will necessarily stave off disaster in the 

future.” 

This is a good point in which to define 

Rashid. He grew up as the son of a bureau-

crat in what was then East Pakistan (which 

became Bangladesh in 1971). His family was 

middle class but spared no effort or expense 

on education, and Rashid eventually left 

home to study at the London School of 

Economics. 

Though trained as a 

mathematical econo-

mist, he whispers 

that over the years 

he evolved into 

“an outlier.” That 

is, Rashid deems 

the mathematical 

models that 

developed 

into the 

bed-

Rashid. “I tell everyone else to focus on one 

country. Try and understand that one county 

and see what you can do for them. Don’t make 

a universal model because those don’t work.”

Rashid’s focus on Bangladesh has been 

extensive. In past ventures he has helped es-

tablish a private university, and has worked 

with the World Bank, Asian private research 

institutions, the Planning Commission, and 

other groups on monetary is-

sues, roads, and local govern-

ment infrastructure. 

He recently spent his sab-

batical in Bangladesh devel-

oping grass-roots support for 

an idea he developed and has 

written about called compact 

townships, which he believes 

can address the country’s eco-

nomic problem. He envisions 

creating some 7,000 of these 

townships in rural areas, with 

each one consisting of about 20,000 resi-

dents brought in voluntarily in an agglom-

eration of housing, schools, hospitals, and 

local government. The small size would en-

able non-motorized traffic within each.  

The townships would have urban ameni-

ties—such as Internet and other commu-

nication access to conduct business—and 

provide safe drinking water and crucial 

flooding protection. This would stem migra-

tion to cities. He acknowledges that it would 

be a “mammoth” undertaking, but he spots 

fundamental problems in all the alternative 

plans he’s seen.

He decided to take this concept directly to 

the people because he felt he exhausted his 

connections and has not been successful in-

fluencing Bangladeshi policymakers. Rashid 

and some of his students traveled around 

asking villagers if they’d be willing to relocate 

to a compact township, and a 

survey of multiple communities 

revealed that up to more than 

80 percent of residents would be 

willing. 

So Rashid began talking of the 

disadvantages, such as paying a 

long-term mortgage in the new 

townships, and the percentage of 

those approving of such a dras-

tic change dropped, but only to 

around 50 percent, a result that 

defied the “educated people and 

the bureaucrats who were convinced that 

villagers were ‘backward’ and would never 

move,” Rashid says. 

“Over 30 years, Bangladesh has to reor-

ganize its entire spatial mode of living and 

producing,” he says. “That’s my proposed 

solution, but regardless of whether people ac-

cept my solution or not, the important thing 

is that they see the problem—how do 250 

million live and prosper in a land the size of 

Illinois?” n 

“You can’t 
just look at 

the current bud-
get and the next 

year’s budget and the 
next year’s budget and 
think that just because 

Bangladesh has staved off 
disaster for the last 50 years 

it will necessarily stave off 
disaster in the future.”

Economics professor applies unconventional methods to third World problems.   
By Laura Weisskopf Bleill BY MOtOrBikE

Salim Rashid, right, is seeking solutions 
for poverty and other social ills by 
combining his economic analyses with 
cultural understanding. He is shown here 
with his wife, Zeenet, and his brother, 
Haroun er Rashid, in Bangladesh.

Co l l E g E  o F  l I B E R a l  a R T S  a N d  S C I E N C E S   l a s  n e W s  |  54  |  Fa l l  2009  U N I V E R S I T Y  o F  I l l I N o I S  aT  U R B a N a - C H a M Pa I g N

HigH Honors
spUrloCk mUseUm reCeives 
national aCCreditation

The Spurlock Museum at the University 
of Illinois has moved into a select circle 
that includes less than 5 percent of the 
museums in the United States. It has re-
ceived accreditation from the american 
association of Museums (aaM), the high-
est national recognition for a museum.

of the nation’s 17,500 museums, only 
775 have received aaM accreditation,  
according to the association. Twenty-four 
museums in Illinois have received ac-
creditation, with half of those in Chicago.

“accreditation really gives you cred-
ibility in the museum community,” says 
Spurlock director Wayne Pitard.

The Spurlock Museum contains about 
43,000 cultural artifacts from around the 
world, including ancient Egypt, greece, 
Mesopotamia, and Rome. The museum 
traces its roots to 1911, but it didn’t move 
into its own state-of-the-art facility until 
2002. This new building, which features 
five permanent galleries and one gal-
lery that changes twice per year, is what 
made accreditation a possibility.

accreditation “makes it more likely 
that you can bring in higher-quality 
visiting exhibits,” adds Pitard. “It simply 
makes us much more visible around the 
state and country.”
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R
ussell Skowronek recalls the day in 

the early 1980s when his Florida State 

University team was unloading a can-

non recovered from the shipwrecked HMS 

Fowey in Biscayne Bay, just south of Miami. 

As they hoisted the 2,000-pound cannon onto 

the dock, a local man sidled up to him and 

growled, “By all rights, that belongs to us.”

The next day, when Skowronek’s team re-

turned to the shipwreck, they found that 

someone had dragged an anchor across their 

archaeological site, ripping apart the rope grid 

they had set up, and wrenching from the seabed 

parts of the ship that had been preserved for 

almost 240 years.

Such confrontations have not been unusual 

for Skowronek, a 1979 LAS alumnus in an-

thropology who has even been shot at over 

disputes with treasure hunters. Skowronek was 

one of the leaders of the Florida State team that 

explored the Fowey and defended the govern-

ment’s claim to the vessel, which sunk in 1748. 

He says this landmark case continues 

to influence underwater jurisdiction 

cases today, including the recent bat-

tle over the shipwrecked HMS Vic-

tory, which is believed to hold up to 

500,000 gold and silver coins.

The Fowey was a British man-of-

war captained by 24-year-old Francis William 

Drake, a descendant of the more famous Brit-

ish captain, Francis Drake. During his court 

martial, the young Drake claimed that poor 

maps were the reason they blundered onto the 

reef where the ship sunk. Skowronek believes 

Drake’s famous name probably kept the captain 

from being court-martialed, although he was 

relegated to a much smaller ship.  

Skowronek and George Fischer explain the 

dramatic history of the ship in their just-pub-

lished book, HMS Fowey: Lost and 

Found.

Prior to the discovery of the Fowey 

in the 1980s, Skowronek says aban-

doned wrecks were claimed on an in-

formal finders-keepers basis. But that 

all changed with the Fowey, which 

was originally claimed by a Florida man who 

stumbled upon the ship in 30 feet of water in 

Biscayne National Park.

“Even though there were laws going back to 

Teddy Roosevelt about historic things found on 

government property, underwater jurisdiction 

was always cloudy,” says Skowronek, who was a 

graduate student at Florida State at the time of 

the ship’s discovery. Because he had studied the 

laws of the sea during his undergraduate years 

at the University of Il-

linois, he was brought 

onto the project and 

eventually led the recov-

ery of artifacts on the 

Fowey. Today, he is with 

Santa Clara University 

in California, specializ-

ing in the Spanish colo-

nial world.

The Fowey case con-

cluded that the ship belonged to the govern-

ment; and this decision set the precedent for 

the Abandoned Shipwreck Act of 1987, which 

stipulated that if an abandoned shipwreck 

found in U.S. waters is not claimed by a sov-

ereign nation, the ship’s 

title goes to the indi-

vidual state—Florida, for 

example.

As Skowronek sees it, 

pilfering artifacts from a 

wreck is like “taking things 

from the Parthenon.”

The Florida man who 

discovered the Fowey nev-

er lived to hear the results 

of the court case, for he 

was murdered during a 

hold-up at his wife’s restaurant. But Skowronek 

says the man’s friends were upset by the court’s 

decision in favor of the government, setting the 

stage for the confrontation over the cannon. 

In another case, Skowronek was part of a 

team exploring a wreck at the end of the Florida 

Keys when bullets started whizzing overhead, 

and they threw themselves flat on the deck. 

A treasure hunter on a nearby boat claimed it 

was an accident and 

that he was shoot-

ing at sharks. But 

Skowronek recalls 

that officials told 

the treasure hunter, 

“It’s interesting that 

you were shooting at 

sharks, but the bul-

lets are going over 

the government boat 

out there.”

Skirmishes with treasure hunters are only 

part of the occupational hazards for researchers 

such as Skowronek. He has spotted hammer-

head sharks, an aggressive species, and in one 

case he was on the bottom, exploring the Fowey 

wreck, when a huge shadow passed overhead. 

Thinking it was a boat, Skowronek glanced up 

to see a giant manta ray, with a span of 20 feet, 

passing over him. 

In another case, he was descending down a 

water column, trying to fix his air regulator, 

when he finally glanced down and saw that he 

was about to land right on top of a stingray. 

“It’s amazing how you can kick 

your legs hard enough 

to overcome 

gravity when 

you see an angry 

animal,” he says.

Skowronek and his team of-

ten found themselves on their hands and 

knees on the ocean bottom, looking for arti-

facts in the sand, so they always had to be care-

ful—especially since, as he puts it, “It seemed 

that every stingray came to mate in the sand” 

near the wreck.

Skowronek’s team uncovered cannons, cut-

lasses, guns, and more from the Fowey, but his 

most memorable discovery came when he spot-

ted something small, about two inches long 

and coated in coralline growth, sticking out of 

the sandy bottom. 

“As I began to fan away the sand, the thing 

kept getting longer and longer, and I’m suck-

ing air down, trying not to hyperventilate,” 

he recalls. Before long, he had uncovered an 

18-inch-long bayonet still encased in a remark-

ably well-preserved leather scabbard.

“I’ve gone to London to the National Ar-

chives a couple of times, and I know the names 

of the marines who served on this ship,” he says. 

“So when I look at an artifact, I know this was 

personally used by one of those men. It feels as 

if I’m reaching into the past and bringing out 

the personality of the people through 

these objects. 

“It allows me 

to better un-

derstand that 

an archaeological site is more 

than a pile of bones,” he adds. “It 

puts a face on these people. It allows me to 

understand the real story.” n 

The Fowey sank in 1 748, but when it was 
discovered in the 1 980 s, legal issues about claims 

to shipwrecks came rising to the surface. 

By Doug Peterson

HMs fowey Case still sends ripples tHrougH Courts today 
skowronek’s research team uncovered a treasure 
trove of artifacts from the Fowey, everything from 
cannons and cutlasses to plates, cups, and bayonets.

While hunting for artifacts along the sandy bottom, 30 
feet below the surface, skowronek and his team had to 
be on the lookout for stingrays and sharp objects.

russell skowronek
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Robert McChesney thinks 
government can save the news—
but not without a fight.  
By Dave Evensen

A re you ready for another big bailout? 

If you’re like many Americans—that 

is, fists clenched at the very thought—

give Robert McChesney a chance to 

explain. In short, democracy needs journalism, says 

the influential media scholar and activist, and jour-

nalism desperately needs a life-preserver. 

Keep him in proper perspective. McChesney 

has worked in the news business, but he left 

that career long ago to study the industry as 

a historian; now he’s one of its most scathing 

critics. McChesney, the Gutgsell Endowed 

Professor in the Department of Communica-

tion, describes American news with words and 

phrases such as “an abject failure,” “tepid,” 

“weak-kneed,” and “an antidemocratic force.” 

News outlets have been acquired by giant 

corporations “determined to generate the same 

sort of return from them that they received 

from their film, music, and amusement park 

divisions,” he writes. “This meant laying off re-

porters, closing down bureaus, using more free PR 

material, emphasizing inexpensive trivial stories, fo-

cusing on news of interest to desired upscale consum-

ers and investors….” 

On this subject you could spend days reading his writ-

ings, viewing his videos, or listening to his commentary—

the “dean of media historians,” as one colleague describes him, 

has written or edited 17 books and written 150 journal articles 

or book chapters—but suffice it to say McChesney makes a thor-

ough case that American journalism took a wrong turn in the mid-19th 

century when newspapers resorted to advertising for revenue. They were 

previously largely funded by enormous government subsidies (newspapers 

accounted for 90 percent of U.S. mail in the 1830s, but thanks to subsidies 

they provided only 15 percent of mail revenue). 

“Our founders understood that press was so foundational to having a 

Constitutional system that it was the first duty of the state to guarantee you 

had a viable press,” McChesney says. “There was no sense that you turned it 

over to rich people and hoped you got lucky. That wasn’t the thinking until 

rich people started making money at it.” 

If this viewpoint reminds you of, say, corporate critic and former presi-

dential candidate Ralph Nader (a recent guest on McChesney’s radio show), 

you’re not alone. McChesney draws similar response. Critics have called 

his ideas “naïve” and “Marxoid” (he did in fact co-edit the independent  

socialist magazine Monthly Review from 2000 to 2004, a fact he proudly 

includes in his curriculum vitae), and in 2006 prominent conservative author  

David Horowitz included McChesney in his book, “The 101 Most Dangerous 

Academics in America.”

Yet McChesney’s ideas also resonate deeply, and for reason. You’d be 

hard-pressed to find an opponent whose criticism has stumped McChesney, 

and people fed up with the American way of news look to McChesney for 

leadership.  He is co-founder and former president of Free Press, a national 

media reform organization with 600,000 members, and his 2000 book Rich 

Media, Poor Democracy: Communications in Dubious Times still receives 

awards. He’s made 500 conference appearances or guest lectures, appeared 

on TV and radio more than 600 times, and hosts “Media Matters,” a weekly 

radio program on NPR-affiliate WILL-AM radio. In 2008 Utne Reader 

called McChesney one of “50 visionaries changing the world.”

Mark Crispin Miller, professor of media ecology at New York  

University, appeared with McChesney in the documentary Rich 

Media, Poor Democracy, detailing the influence of cor-

porations upon news coverage. Crispin Miller calls 

McChesney a “dedicated public intellectual” who “has 

done far more than anybody else to help us under-

stand the close interrelationship between democracy 

and media.” 

McChesney’s commentary and study of media 

history has helped people understand that you can’t 

have democracy without a media set up in the public 

interest, Crispin Miller says. 

“Bob’s work is not just of immense historical interest, but 

provides the basis of a very powerful critique of the commercial 

media system now in place—a system that is now collapsing, making Bob’s 

work timelier than ever,” Crispin Miller says. 

That means McChesney has a lot of listeners—sympathetic or not—in 

this watershed moment. Newspapers are downsizing or closing, journal-

ists are being laid off, and newspaper advertising revenue was down by 25 

percent in 2008. Increasingly, government business is going unreported or 

underreported, and the rise of bloggers can’t possibly fill the void left by 

full-time journalists, McChesney says. He believes the country is facing a 

democratic emergency.  

“Now that advertisers, for a variety of reasons, have found more effective 

ways to reach audiences or regard journalism not as effective as other meth-

ods, they’re jumping ship,” McChesney says. “While some will say some 

advertising will remain, it won’t be sufficient to bankroll the caliber press 

system that our society needs at a local and national level.” 

High Noon for the News

In a March 2009 article in The Nation and in a new book set to be re-

leased in September, McChesney and his colleague, John Nichols, proposed 

a three-year, $60 billion economic stimulus for journalism, including elimi-

nating postal rates for periodicals that garner less than 20 percent of rev-

enues from advertising.

In return, publications would make at least 90 percent of their content 

free to access online. The plan also calls for funding a student newspaper and 

low-power FM radio station at every middle school, high school and college, 

to increase young people’s connection with the industry. 

“The last thing I’m interested in is bailing out the same companies that 

destroyed journalism in this country,” he says. “We want to urge them to 

continue the process of getting out of journalism before they wreck it any 

further.” 

Free speech advocates, however, and even some in the news industry, op-

pose the idea for fear that government intervention could lead to censor-

ship or jeopardizing journalists’ independence. “The cost to the American 

taxpayer would be at least $60 billion, but the cost for the First 

Amendment and our democracy would be incalculable,” re-

sponds Adam Thierer, senior fellow and director of Center 

for Digital Media Freedom, in City Journal.

Mike Reed, chief executive of GateHouse Media 

Inc., tells Reuters in a recent story that the industry 

must reinvent its business model. “That’s not really the 

government’s problem,” he says.  

McChesney counters that there won’t be much news 

industry left to argue over if nothing is done. He adds 

that government intervention doesn’t necessarily mean cen-

sorship, as shown in the 1800s, when subsidies were available 

to any newspaper despite its political slant. 

“We’re in a deep crisis, and the sort of ideology that freedom of the press 

means that government does absolutely nothing about journalism, even to 

create positive institutions and funding for journalism, that’s not very pro-

ductive,” he says. 

There has been some movement toward intervention. Both the U.S. Sen-

ate and House have held recent hearings on the issue (McChesney’s col-

league, Nichols, testified in the House), and U.S. Senator Benjamin Cardin, 

of Maryland, introduced legislation to allow newspaper organizations to be-

come not-for-profit organizations. McChesney feels the crisis is so profound 

that some kind of government intervention may come within months. 

“Crises also force some kind of resolution,” McChesney says. “The lin-

gering problems that have been growing for decades have to get resolved one 

way or the other and I think we can come out of this with the best journal-

ism this country has ever had.” n
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Few buildings have served the University of 

Illinois as long and with as many purposes as 

the ever-evolving Lincoln Hall. Opened in 

1911, and expanded in 1929, the four-story building on the 

southwest corner of the Quad has held theater productions, 

history museums, libraries, and offices for faculty and staff. 

Virtually every student who attends the University takes at least 

one class in the building.  

The much-needed restoration that begins this winter will 

ensure that this memorial to one of the greatest U.S. presidents 

continues to serve the many needs of campus. It also will uphold 

Lincoln Hall’s noble and colorful history.

By Dave Evensen
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A Boost for the Humanities
From the beginning administrators fought to make the building a 

cornerstone in the study of humanities. The building initially housed 

seminars and libraries for studies of language, social sciences and logic, 

and two historical museums.  

“Now is the time,” President Edmund James wrote to Dean Evarts B. 

Greene, when the Board of Trustees was opening bids to construct and 

furnish Lincoln Hall, “to present the needs of the literary departments 

for equipment in the same sense as engineering or chemistry…. Some of 

our trustees here never believed that English or German or Economics 

needs anything for equipment. Now is your chance to drive it home…  

in connection with this building.”

Exterior Debate  
The scenic panels were not wel-

come at first, with faculty com-

plaining that they “subtracted 

from the building’s individuality 

and suppressed its height, and 

that the scenes were too shallow 

to see from the ground.” These 

objections were famously dis-

missed by the angry company 

president, who said memorably: 

“Your professors will have to live 

with it.” 

The Names Behind the Name
In 1909 the Illinois state legislature approved $250,000 to 

construct a new building in an area occupied by a stand 

of trees northwest of Foellinger Auditorium, thus creating 

desperately needed study space and helping fulfill campus 

plans to form a Quad. 

Though initially referred to as New University Hall, it 

was quickly changed to Lincoln to honor the late president 

in the centennial year of his birth as well as for his role in 

founding public universities.  

Memorial Entrance Hall: Fit for a President
Original bids to construct Lincoln Hall were too costly, so the architects curtailed certain 

“ornamental considerations.” 

Plans for the lobby inside the Quad entrance, however, also called Memorial Entrance 

Hall, were left relatively intact. In a letter, President James told the architect, W. Carbys 

Zimmerman, that the entrance should reflect the building’s name. “This would give you 

an opportunity to do a great thing which would linger in the memory of succeeding 

generations.” 

Leaving Cramped Quarters Behind
Lincoln Hall’s predecessor, University Hall, was a four-story building which stood 

roughly in the same spot as  the Illini Union does today before the dilapidated 

building was torn down in 1938. Even by the early 1900s, University Hall was 

the object of complaints.  

Designing the Exterior: Commemorating 
Lincoln
Early designs called for a series of 3-foot by 9 ½-foot terra cotta panels adorning the front 

and sides of Lincoln Hall that depicted Abraham Lincoln’s quotes and scenes from his 

lifetime. Calling it a “labor of love,” the American Terra Cotta and Ceramics Company of 

Chicago produced 10 scenic panels and 10 quote panels for $1,000 (10 more quote panels 

were added in the 1929 addition). 

For the 10 scenic panels, mounted between the second and third floors facing the Quad, 

designing artist Kristian Schneider created scenes that shaped Lincoln’s life, including the 

Lincoln-Douglas Debate, the first inaugural address, splitting rails, and others. 

The scenic panels were meant to convey the spirit of Lincoln (in three panels Lincoln 

doesn’t even appear) as the “patient, conserving force of the man who stood strongly against 

public clamor for measures he believed to be right,” according to an April 1912 article in  

The Clay-Worker that detailed the effort. 

Writing on the Walls 
The 20 quotes on the building’s north and south faces were chosen 

initially for how they reflected an important aspect or incident in Lincoln’s 

life, and also for their length, so the panels were uniform. Some quotes 

are: “Slavery is founded in the selfishness of man’s nature – Opposition to 

it in his love of Justice” (1854); “‘A House Divided Against Itself Cannot 

Stand.’ I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave 

and half free.” (1858). Only 10 of the quotes were inscribed by 1911. 

The remaining 10 were added to the north and south sides as part of the 

1929 addition. 

The 10 original quote panels are each flanked by two medallion portraits 

of men who were important in Lincoln’s life. The north wall has portraits of  

Illinois leaders and the south wall has national leaders. The portrait shields 

bracketing 10 quotes added in 1929 were left blank.

The Gettysburg Address
A bronze plaque bearing the Gettysburg Address 

hangs on the south wall of the foyer. It was origi-

nally placed in the floor but it was moved in 1955 

to prevent people from walking on it.
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Constant Evolution 
In the beginning Lincoln Hall housed the Departments of Classics, 

Economics, Education, English, Modern Languages, Philosophy, Political 

Science, and Psychology. Growth necessitated that many of them move 

out over the years—for example, psychology moved to its own building 

in 1969, and the Illinois Historical Survey moved to the main library in 

1966. Lincoln Hall also converted from a center for graduate studies to 

undergraduate studies. During the 1929 addition departmental libraries and 

seminar rooms were moved to the then-new main library. 

Through the changes, however, Lincoln Hall has maintained its strong 

identity with the liberal arts and sciences. Upon completion it’s expected to 

once again become one of the busiest sites on campus. n

*  sources—University archives; John hoffmann, curator, illinois history and lincoln Collections; muriel 
schienman, adjunct assistant professor, art history.

The Bust of Lincoln
The Lincoln bust that overlooks the entranceway, its nose yellow from 

students rubbing it for luck before exams, did not arrive until years later. 

The University wanted their bust of Lincoln to resemble Gutzon Borglum’s 

sculpture, which was displayed in the U.S. Capitol Building’s main rotunda 

for years. However, officials were turned down by Lorado Taft, the eventual 

designer of the Alma Mater, who disliked the sculpture. But his friend and 

sculptor Hermon Atkins MacNeil had no aversions, and in 1928 his bust 

of Lincoln assumed the niche it has occupied ever since, except for a day in 

1979 when thieves stole the bust and mounted it on a tree stump at a local 

golf course. 

Reaching out 
to the World:  
The Museums
In 1911 the Board of Trustees authorized the north and south wings 

of the fourth floor to serve as museums. The north wing contained 

the Museum of European Culture, and the south wing contained a 

Museum of Classical Archaeology and Art.

The 1911-1912 academic year was spent acquiring materials 

including a selection from the frieze of the Parthenon; parts of 

the cartonnage of an Egyptian mummy, suits of armor, early 

musical instruments, early church and monastery art, pottery, 

casts of Romanesque, Gothic, and early renaissance sculpture, a 

reproduction of the Magna Carta, Babylonian tablets, and more.

In 1918 they added the Oriental Museum, which combined with 

the Museum of Classical Archaeology and Art in the 1929 addi-

tion. Both museums combined in 1961 to form the Classical and 

European Culture Museum, and in 1971 it was renamed the World 

Heritage Museum. The museum relocated to the William R. and 

Clarice V. Spurlock Museum in 2002.

The “Little Theater”
James White, supervising architect on the original structure, designed the 

1929 addition that doubled its size. Following calls for more centrally locat-

ed classroom space, he added a large lecture hall that also served as a theater. 

The “Little Theater” had stage lights and a slightly curved cyclorama ex-

tending from the back of the stage, serving as a light reflector and sounding 

board. The ceiling was made of perforated metal blocks to absorb sound, and 

the walls were decorated with Adamesque panels, niches, and medallions. 

The theater’s first production, Beggar on Horseback, by the Illini Theater 

Guild, was performed in March 1930. Productions continued until 1968, 

when the theater was rendered obsolete by the Krannert Center for the 

Performing Arts.
When it opened in 1911, lincoln Hall was a landmark in world-
class education, but changing times have required an upgrade 
to maintain that status. a $57.3 million appropriation from the 
state legislature along with $8.3 million from the University 
will pay for a near-complete restoration of lincoln Hall’s 
interior while maintaining its most architecturally significant 
features. 

The restoration will include new wiring for “smart technol-
ogy” in classrooms and mechanical and electrical upgrades to 
include air conditioning and new plumbing and safety stan-
dards. Rooms and spaces will be rearranged, and a unique 
area that was once a smoking lounge under lincoln Hall the-
ater will be converted into a café so that students and staff will 
have an informal gathering space.

While the interior will be largely 
gutted, workers will retain and improve 
key architectural features that honor 
our heritage, including the exterior 
terra cotta panels depicting the life 
and quotes of abraham lincoln. 

The ornate marble foyer off the 
Quad and Prairiesque detailing throughout the first floor will 
be restored. The theater will be modified to meet accessibility 
standards, and it will receive new paint and plaster to match 
the original colors it displayed when it was built in 1930. The 
stage curtain and seats will be replaced. 

The project is expected to begin in december and be open 
for classes in about three years.

Restoring a Landmark
 e x p e C t a fam i l i a r y e t d r a s t i C a l ly U p dat e d l i n Co l n h a l l i n 2012
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Recently I found myself at an intersection on 

Chicago’s South Side, waiting for the light to 

change.  Absently, I gazed from the traffic sig-

nal to the street sign.  I had been in this place 

before and under pretty much the same cir-

cumstances, stopped at a red light at the cor-

ner of 71st Street and Stony Island Avenue in 

Chicago—just one part of a seven-mile stretch  

of 71st Street that in 1991 had been renamed in 

honor of Emmett Till. 

As I sat there, I began to do what I always do at 

that spot. I began to think about Emmett, an Af-

rican American from Chicago who, at age 14 in 

1955, was lynched in Money, Miss., for whistling 

at a white woman.  What captivated me about 

the intersection before me was not so much the 

crossing of two streets as it was the connection of 

two thoughts. Not long before this moment, the 

United States Senate had voted to issue an apol-

ogy for slavery.   The announcement of that deci-

sion, coming about a year after a similar decision 

by the House of Representatives, touched off a 

national conversation about whether an apology 

was nearly enough to make up for the atrocity of 

slavery.  Or whether it was too much.  A similar 

debate had been struck at one point over the plea 

by Emmett’s mother, Mamie Till-Mobley, that 

the state of Mississippi should issue an apology 

for young Emmett’s lynching.    

The tension in both these cases is between 

those who believe we should move forward—

forget about the past—and those who believe 

we cannot move forward until we come to terms 

with the past.

For Mother Mobley, there was crystal clarity 

on this issue as we worked together during the 

last six months of her life to document her story 

in the book Death of Innocence: The Story of the 

Hate Crime That Changed America.  It was vitally 

important to her that her story would live be-

yond her.  Certainly it is a compelling story of a 

mother’s love, tragic loss, and redemption.  But 

the critical thing for her—and for me—was that 

her story would have a take-away value beyond 

the personal impact.  

What she wanted was for coming generations 

to understand the true meaning of the great sac-

rifices that had been made in order to move our 

country forward.  She believed that we could not 

fully appreciate the challenges we face in reaching 

racial reconciliation in this country unless we first 

came to appreciate the history of the last part of 

the 20th century.  That we could not fully appreci-

ate that history without understanding the Civil 

Rights Movement.  That we could not possibly 

understand the Civil Rights Movement without 

coming to know Emmett Till.  

For one thing, it is in learning the Emmett Till 

story that we come to grasp just what racism has 

cost us in this country.  We 

see Emmett as a promising 

kid whose contributions 

to this country were cut 

short by a brutal lynching.  

By extension, we must 

recognize the effect of 

racism on so many other 

children—children who 

might not have been killed 

as Emmett was, but whose 

potential was cut short be-

cause of the insurmount-

able obstacles they faced 

resulting from racism.  

Mother Mobley under-

stood all this and I came 

to appreciate it all so much more fully in the brief 

time we spent together, plumbing the depths of 

a mother’s pain and guilt and duty.   It is a sense 

of duty that is born of the pain she experienced 

for the remainder of her life, dedicated to help-

ing people understand the context for hate crime.  

It is a fundamental point so few really appreciate 

even now.  It is a point I share with students of my 

hate crime class here at Illinois.  That hate crime is 

about bias more than hate. It is about power more 

than bias.  It is about enforcing a power hierarchy 

based on socially constructed difference.

JoUrnAList And U oF i proFessor 
Christopher benson reFLeCts on 
WhAt mAmie tiLL-mobLey tAUght 
him AboUt reConCiLiAtion. 

It is this deep sense of understanding that 

caused Mother Mobley to call on the state of Mis-

sissippi to apologize for the death of her son.  She 

recognized the systemic nature of racism.  Two 

white men were accused, tried, and acquitted of 

Emmett’s lynching.  They confessed to their hor-

rific crime in an infamous Look magazine article 

months after their acquittal, describing in graphic 

detail what they had done to her son in order to 

send a message to other African Americans.  

Still, Mother Mobley recognized the context of 

the crime, the culture of hate that existed during 

a period of American apartheid in which people 

came to believe they could get away with the mur-

der of a black person 

because black life 

had become so de-

valued.  That is why, 

had she lived, Moth-

er Mobley would 

not have viewed the 

2007 apology issued 

by officials of Tal-

lahatchie County, 

Miss., to have been 

enough.  Not nearly 

enough.  That apolo-

gy addressed only the 

injustice resulting 

from the acquittal 

of Emmett’s murder-

ers.  Mother Mobley saw this as part of something 

much larger.  It was the people in the highest posi-

tions of power in Mississippi during this period 

who could have led, but chose instead to incite.  

They are the ones, Mother Mobley believed, who 

had blood on their hands.

That is the basis of her call for an apology.  She 

understood the great impact of an apology as did 

leaders in South Africa during that country’s truth 

and reconciliation hearings following the end of 

apartheid.  She knew that it is in first recognizing 

wrong that we may begin to set things right. As 

my friend and colleague Gutgsell Professor James 

Anderson has observed, we never have had our 

moment of racial reconciliation in this country.   

Instead, we have been urged to accept that with 

the stroke of a pen and the enactment of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 

1965, that everything has been resolved, and that 

the election of Barack Obama as president of the 

United States stands as evidence a new post-racial 

America.

Mother Mobley would recognize the rich irony 

that only few have seen.  Obama’s historic accep-

tance speech for the Democratic nomination for 

president was delivered on August 28, 2008.  Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., delivered his “I Have a 

Dream” speech on August 28, 1963.  Emmett Till 

was lynched on August 28, 1955.  A connecting 

link.  An arc of an American story that moves 

from the violent enforcement of difference to the 

vision of a better place, to the confirmation that 

that the realization of that vision just might be 

possible.  One day, maybe.

Mother Mobley died on January 6, 2003, hav-

ing never heard the apology she wanted for us 

all to hear.  After her death, a cousin of hers told 

me that she once had asked him to drive her the 

full seven miles of 71st that had been designated 

in honor of Emmett Till.  She wanted to count 

the street signs to make sure the City of Chicago 

had kept its promise to her.  It says a lot about 

her determination, but also her recognition of 

the street sign as text for a story she believed we 

should never forget.  

An apology, she believed, was not just about 

looking back.  It is a step in our movement 

forward. n

Christopher Benson is a journalist and an 
associate professor of African American Studies 
and journalism at the University of Illinois. In 
2003 he co-authored with Mamie Till-Mobley 
her memoir Death of Innocence: The Hate Crime 
That Changed America. He recently completed a 
screenplay based on the book.

mamie till-mobley was overcome with emotion in 1955 
when the casket arrived from mississippi carrying the body 
of her son, emmett.. (bettmann/Corbis)

ph
ot

os
: C

or
bi

s

By Christopher Benson



Co l l e g e  o f  l i b e r a l  a r t s  a n d  s C i e n C e s   l a s  n e W s  |  19

There’s a goldmine at the University of Illinois. 
But in this case, the nuggets being uncovered 
are genes that can produce new natural com-
pounds for pharmaceuticals and other hu-
man uses. It’s all part of a collaborative effort 
among five labs known as Mining Microbial 
genomes for Novel Natural Products.

In 2007, the U of I team struck 
gold by discovering an enzyme 
that can perform an unprec-
edented chemical reaction. 
This year, they announced 
the mechanism behind that 
unique chemical reaction, a 
discovery that could boost 
production of an important 
weed killer and even help uncov-
er natural compounds to develop 
new antibiotics. 

The key behind the effort, taking place at 
the Institute for genomic Biology, is to look 
for specific genes, rather than the natural 
compounds themselves, says Wilfred van der 
donk, a chemistry professor who runs one of 
the program’s five labs. 

“The 1960s and 1970s were the heyday for 
discovering natural compounds for all types of 
uses, including antibiotics,” he says. “But it was 
like picking low-hanging fruit.” Natural prod-
ucts were abundant and easy to find. 

as the years passed, it has become more 
difficult to keep up the same discovery rate. 
according to van der donk, an estimated 
99 percent of the natural compounds be-
ing found turn out to be compounds already 
discovered.

one solution, he says, is to search for genes 
rather than compounds.   

Bacteria can produce natural products for 
many human uses, such as controlling weeds 
or fighting other bacteria. Therefore, research-

ers are exploring the genomes of bacteria, 
looking for the genetic triggers behind natural 
products. He says it has been “eye-opening.” 

In the past, researchers believed that cer-
tain types of bacteria typically create two or 
three natural compounds for human use. With 

this new approach researchers are 
finding that bacteria can actually 

produce closer to 20 or 25 natu-
ral products.

The U of I team has been 
moving on many fronts, in-
cluding a probe of phosphi-
nothricin (PT), a bacterial 

compound used in top-sell-
ing herbicides. While studying 

PT, they discovered an enzyme 
that could break carbon-carbon 

bonds without requiring anything ex-
cept oxygen.

Now they believe they have pinpointed the 
mechanism behind this unique chemical reac-
tion, which may boost the production of PT. 
This knowledge may also help in the discovery 
of other important natural products. 

By developing new ways to discover natural 
products, the U of I team hopes to give new 
life to the antibiotic discovery effort. It costs 
about $1 billion to develop a new drug; to re-
coup these costs, companies are focusing on 
more profitable drugs that people with chron-
ic diseases take all their lives, rather than an-
tibiotics, which might be taken for infections 
for only two weeks. also, the high rediscovery 
rate in hunting for new antibiotics drives com-
panies away.

“We know we have this problem of antibi-
otic resistance in bacteria, but very little is be-
ing done to head off the coming problem,” van 
der donk says. “It’s like we’re on a train heading 
for a tunnel that has caved in.”
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Not Just Tilting at Windmills
When don Quixote mistook a windmill 

for a giant in the famous Spanish tale, 
he was facing the kind 
of quaint structure you 
see in postcards. But 
today’s windmills are 
true giants, with tur-
bines reaching heights 
of 100 meters (328 
feet), not counting their 
100-meter-diameter ro-
tor blades. When wind-
mill turbines this big 
are clustered, they can 
affect temperature and 
humidity, so laS researchers are study-
ing locations where large-scale wind 
farms would have the least effect on 
weather. 

University of Illinois researchers have 
found that wind farms would have the 
least impact on weather in large parts 
of central and eastern africa, western 
australia, eastern China, southern ar-
gentina and Chile, northern amazonia, 
greenland, eastern Canada, and the New 
England region in the United States, says 
Somnath Baidya Roy, U of I professor of 
atmospheric sciences.

In earlier work, published in 2004, 
Baidya Roy found that the large blades 
of a windmill create turbulence in their 
wake, much like the propeller of a boat. 
The turbulence caused by one turbine 
can disrupt airflow to nearby turbines, 
significantly reducing the wind farm’s 
efficiency.

In addition, the turbines mix upper 
level air with air near the surface of the 
ground, which can either raise or lower 
surface air temperature slightly, depend-
ing on conditions. If the upper level air 
is cooler than the surface air, this mixing 
will cool the surface temperature slightly; 
but if the upper level air is warmer than 
the surface air, the mixing will warm the 
surface temperature. 

In most cases, the mixing will also re-
duce humidity because upper level air 
generally tends to be drier than the sur-
face air. 

Society Wanted its Men 
Strong and Rational—Even 
When it Wasn’t True

By now we’re all aware of the flaw in 
your basic fairytale. That is, a fragile wom-
an breaks down in the face of adversity, 
and her only hope is a 
steely-eyed man. Hillary 
Clinton may have lost the 
democratic primary, but 
it’s safe to say that old ste-
reotype is under review. 

Mark Micale, howev-
er, challenges the male 
side of that stereotype. 
The laS history professor reveals how 
doctors in the past—he studied gener-
ally the 18th, 19th, and early 20th cen-
turies—suppressed the fact that men 
also suffered so-called “hysteria,” a broad 
diagnosis for psychological illness that 
hasn’t been used in half a century. In oth-
er words, if Prince Charming’s epaulettes 
ever shook in fear, his doctor likely would 
have covered it up for him. 

Micale, who studies and teaches histo-
ry of psychiatry, analyzed years of medi-
cal records in america and Europe and 
wrote a book, Hysterical Men: The Hidden 
History of Male Nervous Illness, detailing 
how doctors went to lengths to avoid say-
ing men had hysteria, even while women 
with identical symptoms were regularly 
diagnosed as hysterics.

“For a couple hundred years the 
medical community continued to gen-
der hysteria and other neuroses as fe-
male or feminine,” Micale says. “[They] 
refrained from drawing some obvious 
conclusions…that of course both men 
and women are susceptible to nervous 
conditions.”  

New Drug Agent Knocks out Multiple Enzymes in Cancer Pathway
a team of researchers from the U.S., Europe, Taiwan, 
and Japan, and led by University of Illinois scientists, 
has engineered a new anti-cancer agent that is about 
200 times more active in killing tumor cells than similar 
drugs used in recent clinical trials.

The new agent belongs to a class of drugs called 
bisphosphonates, compounds originally developed to 
treat osteoporosis and other bone diseases. They were 
recently found to also have potent anti-cancer and 
immune-boosting properties. 

drug developers have tried for years to design 
drugs to inhibit cell survival pathways in tumor cells, focusing on a protein called Ras since nearly 
a third of all human cancers involve a mutation in the Ras gene that disrupts cell signaling. These 
efforts have met with limited success. 

Bisphosphonates act on other enzymes that are upstream of Ras in the cell survival pathway. 
Inhibiting these enzymes appears a more effective strategy for killing cancer cells. 

When used in combination with hormone therapy in a recent trial, the bisphosphonate drug 
zoledronate significantly reduced the recurrence of breast cancer in premenopausal women 
with estrogen-receptor-positive breast cancer. Similar results were reported for hormone-refrac-
tory prostate cancer.

Those Unsure of Own Ideas More Resistant to Views of Others
We swim in a sea of information, but filter out most of what we see or 
hear. a new analysis of data from dozens of studies sheds new light 
on how we choose what we do and do not hear. The study found that 
while people tend to avoid information that contradicts what they 
already think or believe, certain factors can cause them to seek out, 
or at least consider, other views. 

The analysis, reported this month in Psychological Bulletin, pub-
lished by the american Psychological association, was led by researchers at the University 
of Illinois and the University of Florida, and included data from 91 studies involving nearly 
8,000 participants. It puts to rest a longstanding debate over whether people actively avoid 
information that contradicts what they believe, or whether they are simply exposed more 
often to ideas that conform to their own because they tend to be surrounded by like-mind-
ed people. 

“We wanted to see exactly across the board to what extent people are willing to seek 
out the truth versus just stay comfortable with what they know,” says University of Illinois 
psychology professor dolores albarracin, who led the study with University of Florida re-
searcher William Hart. The team also included researchers from Northwestern University 
and ohio University. 

Researchers Discover a New Pathway that Regulates 
Inflammation

In a finding that bodes well for treatment of diseases and conditions such 
as rheumatoid arthritis and asthma, researchers in laS have deciphered a 
molecular code that controls inflammation. 

The finding sheds light on a protein complex called NF-kappa B, often 
called the master regulator of the immune system. Researchers determined 
that a methyl group could influence the protein. 

Around the College

Researchers Strike Genetic Gold in Search for Natural Products

air traffic controllers possibly are being put out to 
pasture sooner than necessary, according to new 
findings from laS psychology professor arthur 
Kramer.

air traffic controllers in the United States are re-
quired to retire at age 56. The problem is that most of 

the country’s 14,800 air traffic controllers were hired in the mid-1980s 
when President Ronald Reagan fired more than 11,000 controllers who 
went on strike. Now, many of them are nearing retirement, and the gov-
ernment warns that the upcoming wave of retirements could under-
mine the safety of the nation’s aviation system.

“The question we were interested in was whether older controllers 
could continue to do the job,” says Kramer. 

Kramer’s research team turned to Canada, where the mandatory re-
tirement age is 65. They compared Canadian air traffic controllers from 
two age groups—ages 53 to 64 and ages 20 to 27. older air traffic con-
trollers performed as well as their young colleagues on complex, job-
related tasks.

older subjects were slower on simple memory or decision-making 
tasks not directly related to air traffic control. But on the tests that simu-
lated the tasks of an air traffic controller, the older and younger control-
lers were equally capable. 

older controllers have “gained decades of knowledge in their profes-
sion,” says Kramer. “That’s allowed them to offset the costs of not having 
quite the memory they used to have, and certainly not being able to 
respond as quickly as they once could.” 

Older Air Traffic Controllers Perform as Well as Young on Job-Related Tasks



“Old Elephant” was the 
nickname students game to 
the University’s first building 
because of its unattractive 
exterior and huge proportions 
on an uncompromisingly flat 
landscape. The building was 
demolished in 1881 because 
the University lacked the 
funds to repair it after it was 
damaged in a windstorm. 
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The Michael Vick Case
For Zawistowski, caring for animals has 

been a lifelong passion. “I was the kid in the 

neighborhood who brought home all the 

birds and critters around town, would fix them 

up, and let them go,” he says. He and his father 

even bred beagles when he was growing up.

Zawistowski completed his master’s in psy-

chology at U of I in 1979 and his Phd in 1983, 

focusing on behavior genetics—with an em-

phasis on animal behavior. He worked with the 

U of I’s Jerry Hirsch, a pioneer in behavior ge-

netics, and they studied the influences of both 

learning and genetics on animal behavior. 

Specifically, they used classical conditioning 

techniques to change the feeding behavior of 

blowflies. 

after teaching at two universities, Zawis-

towski found that the aSPCa was looking for 

someone with a background in animal be-

havior. He fit the bill, so he joined the aSPCa 

in 1988 and helped start an animal behavior 

evaluation program. He also began as direc-

tor of the education department, which had a 

staff of only two or three—“me, one guy, and a 

chicken.” Today, 400 of the aSPCa’s staff of 500 

report to him. 

although dog-fighting cases may capture 

headlines, he says he is most proud for helping 

to bring scientific management techniques to 

animal shelters. In fact, he helped to establish 

a new field known as shelter medicine, which 

combines the management of large numbers 

of animals with traditional companion animal 

medicine. 

according to Zawistowski, attitudes on 

animal welfare are changing, as evidenced by 

three landmark events, including the Michael 

Vick case. The other two were the outpouring 

of concern over animals in Hurricane Katrina 

and the massive pet food recall in 2007. The 

Vick case also led to this year’s raid on a dog-

fighting ring in five states, in which authorities 

seized 350 dogs and arrested 30 people. 

“They had been working on the case for 

two years,” he says. “So it shows they’re taking 

it very seriously.” 

dog fighting is illegal nationwide, but there 

is a large subculture, complete with glossy 

magazines and an Internet underground. In 

certain areas, he says, weekend dog fights 

are major events that even include rides for 

children. 

once again, most of the dogs seized in the 

recent raid were pit bulls, which raises the 

question of whether pit bulls are aggressive 

by nature or have it trained into them; and this 

goes right back to the behavior research that 

Zawistowski did at the U of I. 

He says it’s a combination of breeding and 

training. “Just as it’s easier to teach a labrador 

how to retrieve a ball than a beagle, it’s easier 

to teach a pit bull how to fight. Pit bulls are 

natural athletes. But it doesn’t mean every 

labrador is going to retrieve and every pit bull 

is going to be a fighting dog.”

as for Michael Vick’s dogs, he asks, “Will they 

ever be like a dog that has never been fought? 

No. They’ll always bear the legacy of both their 

breeding and training. But it doesn’t mean 

they are killers for life.”  n
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The dogs were doomed.

 almost everyone expected that the 51 

dogs, most of them pit bulls, would be put 

down. Even the organization, People for the 

Ethical Treatment of animals, advocated that 

the dogs be euthanized. after all, these were 

the dogs discovered in the no-

torious dog-fighting ring on the 

property of NFl quarterback 

Michael Vick. They were beyond 

redemption.

However, Stephen Zawis-

towski, an laS alumnus, thought 

otherwise. When the public ex-

pressed great interest in the fate 

of Vick’s fighting dogs, a federal 

attorney turned to Zawistowski, a University 

of Illinois psychology graduate now serving as 

executive vice president and science advisor 

for the american Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to animals (aSPCa).

according to Zawistowski, an aSPCa fo-

rensic veterinarian had been brought into the 

Vick case to determine the cause of death for 

numerous dogs on the property. dogs that did 

not make the grade as fighting animals had 

been electrocuted, shot, drowned, hanged, or 

slammed on the ground, reported a Sports Il-

lustrated cover story. 

But what about the surviving dogs? This 

aSPCa colleague recommended that Zawis-

towski be brought in to evaluate the dogs and 

determine if they might be saved. So Zawis-

towski, a certified applied animal behaviorist, 

pulled together a team to do just that. 

“We looked at how responsive the dogs 

were to people and other dogs, and how they 

reacted to novel situations,” he says. “one of 

the first things you do is find out if the dogs 

allow you to touch them. Can you put your 

hands around their ears, feet, or muzzle? are 

they comfortable being handled?”

Working in teams of three, one person 

would keep the dog on a leash, a second 

person carefully attempted to interact with 

the dog, and the third person observed and 

evaluated. 

Zawistowski has investigated 

many cases of aggressive dogs, and 

he was surprised to discover that 

most of Vick’s animals were not as 

aggressive as expected. 

“our impression,” he says, “was 

that these were more similar to 

dogs you would find in hoarding 

cases,” in which people keep large 

numbers of animals but give them little care 

and attention. In the end, only one of the 51 

dogs had to be put down for aggression—al-

though a couple of them had to be euthanized 

for medical reasons.

By Doug Peterson
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Send Us Your Class Notes

For many years, the Class Notes section of LAS 

News has been a place for alumni to recon-

nect and find out the latest about former 

classmates and old friends. Changing with the 

times, though, these printed notes have now 

been moved online so you’ll have more room 

to submit photos and exchange news.  

www.las.illinois.edu/alumni/magazine/classnotes
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Friday, october 23, 2009
4:00-5:00 p.m.
Quad-side steps of lincoln Hall

Celebrate the beginning of the long-awaited restoration of lincoln Hall 

as U of I thanks the people of Illinois for their support of this historic 

project. Join us on the Quad for a few words of appreciation and a final 

walk-through of the first floor before the building closes to the public.

Lincoln Hall 
Restoration Kick-Off
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