
NanoConspiracy
Theory
Charles, Prince of Wales—
and others at the cutting
edge of modern research
endeavors—is concerned
about the possibility of nano-
sized “beings” replicating
out-of-control and consum-
ing the planet in a nice help-
ing of “grey goo” (see www.
guardian.co.uk/uk_news/story/
0,3604,945498,00.html ).

Understandably then, 
the good prince may have
gotten a real startle after he
opened up the Journal of
Organic Chemistry (regular-
ly delivered to the palace
doorstep, I’m sure) in early
November and stared his
enemy directly in the face,
or, to be precise, directly in
the oxygen heterocycle. 

That’s right. NanoKid—a
2-nm-tall phenyl-backboned
“boy” with alkyne chain

appendages and googly
oxygenated eyes—and his
NanoProfessional compan-
ions, including NanoPilgram,
the flexible NanoBallet-
Dancer, and NanoTexan,
have been born, or, well,
synthesized, at the labora-
tory of James Tour at Rice
University ( J. Org. Chem.
2003, 68, 8750–8766). In
13 to 14 steps (with pretty
good yields), the Tour group
put together this seemingly
innocent, and maybe even
cute, cast of characters,
dubbed the “NanoPutians”
in the spirit of Swift’s
Lilliputians, and presented
them as an educational
outreach program (see
http://nanokids.rice.edu). 

The idea is that it is easier
for young students, or lay-
persons in general, to visual-
ize molecular interactions in
“humanized” form. And, I,
for one, think it is high time
that the “Your toe bone’s
connected to your, foot
bone. . . .” song make its
way into the chemistry class-
room and, for that matter,

into the big-time organic
synthesis lab (anyone for
some high-throughput
hokeypokey screening?).
But, in my mind this begs
a bigger question: Is this
the whole story?

Do we really know what
is happening in the inner
caverns of the nanotech
powerhouse that is the Rice
University chemistry depart-
ment? We are shown some
NanoKids stuck on a gold
chip with their nice new
“thiol feet” (talk about foot
odor), but what are these

Kids doing behind closed
doors? Perhaps, with the help
of Rice chemists, their methyl
fingertips are getting a bit
antsy for some chemical
activity. Maybe they are
sitting around in a circle 
on their chip, exchanging
hydrogen atoms or crawling
through nanotubes or, worse,
rolling around with bucky-
balls! And I will tell you
what that would mean: 
it’s the seed of a fully func-
tioning NanoCommunity
forming right under (or way
under) our noses. And who’s
to say? One day, maybe the
right solvent comes along, a
fortuitous catalyst and, bam!,
self-replication—only detect-
able by NMR and various
other spectroscopies until
it’s too late. Then where will
we be? 

I say stop the NanoPutians
and their grad student masters
now, while we still can. Off
with their heterocycles!

David Filmore ◆
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Please send your work-related sto-
ries to the Editorial Office as listed
on page 3. If your humor is pub-
lished, you will receive a Today’s
Chemist at Work souvenir.
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NanoRockettes? Or are they “Stayin’ Alive”?


