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Dear Bill: GI bon

Thank you for your recent vignettes, in particular Barbara McClintock.

It’s a vivid account; but I caution you about propagating the mythologies, esp. the reception

of her paper at the 1951 Cold Spring Harbor Symposium. I wasthere!

Spradling’s book review (enclosed) is an accurate account.

I also enclose a list of citations promptly after 1951 (till 1954), including my own, and Ernst

Caspari’s contemporary remark.

Cheers,

Yours sincerely,

' Joshua Lederberg

(* Science 114:3a 1951)



Returning to Cold Spring Harbor she foundher“plantation” of corn awaiting herscrutiny

and bit by bit she devoted the next six years to a methodical interpretation of the changesseen in

her plots of corn. Her annualreports to the Carnegie Institution in Washington, D.C., were

treasure-houses ofinformation that few understood, except the author, who just kept pressing on

to a full understanding of corn genetics. Economic security only began whena lifetime

MacArthurawardSatie to, her.
nKede—

Six years later - after step-by-step analysis ofwhat she wasseeing in her “cornpatch”-

leaf after leaf - with unusual patterns, she noted the “genetic crosses.” Her 1951 paper

summarizing her then massive data was not even discussed, nor reprints requested. By 1956, the

doubts ofherlisteners had increased.

However, as her devoted biographer Evelyn Fox Keller puts it: “As she watched the corn

plants grow, examinedthe patterns on the leaves and kernels, looked down the microscope at

their chromosomalstructure, she saw directly into that ordered world.”

Only gradually did scientific leaders come to recognize the unique value of McClintock’s

basic work. “Things are much more marvellousthan the scientific method allows us to

conceive.”

Dr. McClintock had manygreat personal qualities. She was an environmentalist,lifelong. /. _

She hoped that students would find timeto think! She certainly took the time, despite many

frustrations. In 1983, the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine was awardedto herat age 81.

She wasthe single recipient in that year - a rare honour for one individual. She died in 1992at

the age of 90.
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