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L e t t e r s

Fighting Fraud
I was struck by the closing comment in the
November 2002 editorial (“Fraud”, p 9)
suggesting that “if you are asked to be a
coauthor, always check the original data”. I
seriously disagree with this statement as
wholesale advice without further qualifica-
tion. Scientific collaboration has to be based
on trust—we collaborate because our
colleague has an expertise that we don’t.
This means that our looking at the original
data is not of great value to begin with, thus
it is hardly worth poisoning the atmosphere
with the display of outright distrust that
asking to see the original data amounts to.
. . . So, when would I suggest to ask for
the original data? If the result is very
counterintuitive and/or very important, it
could be a good idea for everybody involved
to go through the original data, if not for
anything else, to make sure that no mistake
was made. If we have good reason to suspect
fraud, then again asking for the original data
could resolve the issue—I would hope in the
collaborator’s favor. In summary, I suggest
an emphasis on the importance of mutual
trust that is nurtured by true collaboration
where the collaborators share the pain and
excitement of the path leading toward the
results, leaving little opportunity for fraud. 

Mihaly Mezei
Department of Physiology and Biophysics

Mount Sinai School of Medicine, NY 

Recently, I addressed the topic of fraud in
a letter to The New York Times Science
section (October 22, 2002). Paraphrased,
the letter states that scientific fraud has
been with us ever since there have been
scientists. The reasons are twofold. First,
individual scientists are so convinced of the
correctness of their assumptions that
they force the data to fit their preconceived
notions. Second, pressure—whether from
the corporation, academia, or peers—is so
intense that they choose to falsify findings
to accommodate their need for recognition.
Although neither reason is justifiable, it
explains why scientists from the beginning
of time have been willing to stretch or falsi-
fy data to fit their preconceived theories.

Nelson Marans 
Silver Spring, MD

Re-Figuring
I screen blood samples from newborns for
inborn errors in metabolism by tandem
mass spectrometry at the Delaware Public
Health Laboratory (DPHL). I read the
article “Metabolism Measured” (November
2002, p 15) and I wanted to bring to your
attention an error in Figure 1, shown on
page 15. The mass spectrometer cannot
distinguish between leucine and isoleucine
since they have the same molecular weight
and protonated molecular ion. Thus, you
do not see individual signals for leucine
and isoleucine. Also, the mass for valine
would appear before (to the left of) the
mass for leucine/isoleucine. The correct
order can be seen in Figure 2 on page 16.

John W. Pratt
Chemist, DPHL

The Credit Score
The article “Break Out of the Plastic Trap”
(November 2002, p 21) did not mention
how using a “debt doctor” service looks on
one’s credit report. How do creditors view
that sort of solution? 

B. Michael Hovanec
Inorganics Group Leader/ICPMS

Author’s Reply:
According to Craig Watts, consumer affairs
manager of Fair, Isaac & Co. (FICO): 

FICO credit scores ignore all references
on a consumer’s credit report to credit coun-
seling in its many forms, including debt
consolidation. Let’s assume a consumer
or his/her agent changes his/her credit
accounts materially in ways that are report-
ed by the creditors to the credit bureaus
and then posted on the person’s credit
report. Those account changes will be eval-
uated by the FICO scoring system and could
affect his/her future FICO scores, even
though the counseling itself is ignored. If
the material change is simply paying down
outstanding balances, then the FICO score
likely will improve. But if the change is

negative, such as missing a
payment due date by 30+ days
(it happens), it would hurt the
FICO score. Bottom line: So long
as the consumer or his/her
agent repays the creditors as

originally agreed, the consumer’s FICO score
should improve gradually over time. When
the consumer or his/her agent changes
something in that agreement, the kind of
change and how the creditors report it to
the credit bureaus will determine whether
the consumer’s FICO score will improve or
be hurt. For more guidance on what helps
or hurts FICO scores, check out the Cred-
it Central section on www.myfico.com.

Spelling Subtleties
In regard to the article “Composites of Oppo-
sites” (November 2002, p 24), I have a ques-
tion about spelling. When did it become
acceptable to add “es” to words ending in
“x”? Words such as matrix and index now
have the plurals “matrixes” and “indexes”
as opposed to matrices and indices. Does
this mean that the plural of cactus is now
cactuses and that of locus is locuses?

Lawrence E. Cook

Editors’ Reply: 
Our dictionary of choice, Merriam-Webster’s
(10th edition) lists “matrices” first and the
equally acceptable “matrixes” second. Inter-
estingly, the same Webster’s lists the plural
“indexes” first, “indices” second. The main
concern of style guides (and therefore copy
editors) is to be consistent with usage with-
in an article. 

Fat Facts?
I read the article “Dietary Fats: Good or
Evil?” (November 2002, p 35) with great
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interest. Saturated fats are comprised of
three subgroups—short- (>C6), medium-
(C8-C12), and long-chain (>C14). Each
group has different biological and phar-
macological effects. As an example, lauric
acid or monolaurin are antibacterial, fungal,
and viral agents (www.lauricidin.com). The
problem is not choosing the “right” fat but
a balance of all the fats.

Jon J. Kabara

The points made by Mr. Smith in “Dietary
Fats: Good or Evil?” are valid and impor-
tant. However, his text and references omit-
ted the definitive book Eat, Drink, and Be
Healthy by Harvard Professor Walter C.
Willett, M.D. Willett is the originator of the
food triangle that replaces the notorious-
ly bad one first issued by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture and, unfortunately,
still cited as authoritative by some.

Melvin I. Kohan
Wilmington, DE

Editors’ reply:
Dr. Willett’s work is mentioned promi-
nently in this month’s Health Perspectives

article, “Food Pyramid Perils” (p 51). It was
also reviewed in the Health Perspectives
article in December 2001 (p 37).

I found a couple of errors in the dietary fats
article. First, unsaturated fats do not lose
only one hydrogen as you state. To convert
a saturated system to an unsaturated system
requires the loss of two hydrogens, one from
each of the adjacent carbon atoms. The loss
of only a single H would result in an
unstable high-energy free radical. The second
point is the issue of trans fatty acid forma-
tion during hydrogenation. This has noth-
ing to do with cis and trans hydrogen forma-
tion, this is simply a metal-catalyzed process
where the alkene is isomerized from the
cis form to the trans form which is ther-
modynamically more stable.

Peter Wuts
Editors’ reply:
A correction has been made in the Web
version of the article.

It’s All Grok
James Ryan’s editorial (“Chem 108”, Octo-
ber 2002, p 9) took me back 30 years to

when I was an undergraduate in Cambridge
(U.K.) and taking Chemistry 1A (the equiv-
alent of Chem 101 over here). There we
were several hundred freshmen sitting in
the lecture hall for our very first universi-
ty lecture. To our amazement, this was an
application of Schrödinger’s equation to
“the particle in a box”. Fortunately, many
of us had spent our summer vacation on a
mathematics course coming to terms with
the mysteries of vector calculus, but even
so this was quite a shock to an 18 year
old! The end-of-year examination required
us to predict the UV absorption wavelengths
for a series of polyenes, using the parti-
cle-in-a-box equations. Maybe it was this
early experience that led me to become
an organic chemist rather than a theoreti-
cian, but the shock tactic must have worked
because it had a lasting effect. I cannot
imagine how I would have made sense of
the rest of my undergraduate (and gradu-
ate) education without the basics of wave-
function theory that I picked up as a fresh-
man. The principles stay with me to this
day and form a backdrop to my daily work
as a medicinal chemist. Just appreciating
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what we mean by a protein, a receptor, and
a ligand relies on understanding the basics
of molecular and atomic theory; and yes,
the spectroscopic techniques we use to iden-
tify the molecules we synthesize depend on
the very same principles—ultimately we
all need to “grok” quantum mechanics!

Bruce J. Sargent
Delmar, NY

Hamilton, a 19th-century Irish mathe-
matician, recast Newtonian mechanics
into a more general form. His equations used
momentum and distance as variables, and
he also used the Hamiltonian function H,
which is the sum of the potential and kinet-
ic energies of the system under considera-
tion. The equation you gave in your edito-
rial, H Ψ = E Ψ looks tautological at first
sight; after all, E is the total energy and so
is H, but it works when the recipe is applied.
The recipe is essentially to replace momem-
tum when it occurs in H, with the differ-
ential operator d/dx (remember Bohr fooled
with the momentum, too). Believe it or not,
this recipe is the “grok” of quantum mechan-
ics and possibly the “grok” of the entire

universe (or universes). It does make prac-
tical sense though, because it turns the
equation into a linear second-order differ-
ential “wave equation” like those for resonat-
ing systems in classical mechanics. Very
“handleable” in simple cases such as the
hydrogen atom. And approximatable in
others, particularly with computers. The
result is that E can only have certain values
(unless you are working on a free particle,
by itself), and Ψ only has certain corre-
sponding values, too. But when the system
becomes large, the differences between these
values become very small, preserving the
Newtonian picture. 

What is Ψ? It is related to the way the
system orders or arrays itself in space. It is
the “wave function”. Actually, Ψ is a complex
quantity (has real and imaginary parts), and
all we can observe in experiments is the
product of Ψ with its complex conjugate.
The reality or unreality of Ψ “by itself”
remains close to ungrokable by even the
greatest, such as Eugene Wigner and Albert
Einstein. 

John Stockdale
Comstock, Inc.

The Wrong Vowel
The article on Kenichi Fukui (“Fukui’s Fron-
tiers”, October 2002, p 51), which I found
very interesting and informative, had one
significant typo. It mentions the chemi-
cal work of Robert Milliken. This should,
of course, be Robert Mulliken (Milliken was
the famous physicist).

Rob Schmidt
Lawrence Livermore National

Laboratory

Editors’ reply:
A correction of Mulliken’s name has been
made in the Web version of the article. ◆
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