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LETTERS

Identifying Agents
The editorial “A Call to Arms”
(June, p 9) and the article
“Targeting Biowarfare” (June,
p 21) are a little late. Nearly
50 years ago, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense, in behalf
of the federal government,
issued such a call in that it
desired all detection devices
to meet the standard of detect-
ing 1 microorganism per liter
of air in 5 min or less. We
actually investigated approxi-
mately 70 techniques, and in
only one case were we ready
to type-classify the item when
“the government” said it did
not have sufficient funds to
deploy the system even for
the military, let alone for the
civilian population.

The few who died in the
anthrax letter scare are a prime
example of what can happen.
I ask you to consider the
results if the perpetrators had
used a ton of agent in multi-
ple places. In fact, the agent
would not need to be nearly
as refined as noted in the
attack. The “fatty acid” analy-
sis might work for “some”
casualties but would be useless
for gross casualties because it
takes too much time. We
thought PCR would do it,
but it also takes too long.

I also wish to point out
that all biological warfare
agents are not aerobes: Some
are anaerobic, and others are
plain old biochemicals. For
example, one normal-sized
cup of apple seeds contains
enough cyanide to kill a
normal-sized person.

Robert E. Boyle
Former Assistant to the Deputy

Undersecretary of the Army

More Pittcon
Memories
William G. Hime’s
letter “Pittcon Mem-
ories” (May, p 11) is
in error when it says,
“When the hotel
burned down . . . .”
The venerable William
Penn Hotel, where Pittcon
was held for a number of
years, did not burn down and
in fact is currently in better
shape than ever. The reason
Pittcon moved from Pitts-
burgh to Cleveland (in 1969,
as I recall) is that the hotel
suffered a six-month-long
hotel workers’ strike and thus
could not handle Pittcon.

I also attended a number
of Pittcons in Pittsburgh, as
well as in Cleveland, Atlantic
City, Atlanta, New York, and
Chicago. Pittcon in Pitts-
burgh was unique in that it
was held on the 17th floor of
the William Penn Hotel, and
transporting all those instru-
ments in the hotel elevators
was a tour de force.

Patrick P. McCurdy
Founding Editor,

Today’s Chemist at Work
Mason Neck, VA

Regarding the two letters in
the May issue (from Charles
R. Lytle and W. G. Hime,
p 11), the Penn-Sheraton
Hotel in Pittsburgh did not
burn down; the move was
necessitated by an employees’
strike. And by 1968 the Pitts-
burgh Conference wasn’t held
in Pittsburgh anymore; in
fact, 1968 was the first year
Pittcon was held in Cleveland.

Leslie S. Ettre
Middletown, CT

Clarification
The American Soci-
ety for Mass Spec-
trometry (ASMS)
has awarded John
R.Yates of the
Scripps Institute 
in La Jolla, CA, 
its 2004 Biemann

Medal; Michael T. Bowers of
the University of California,
Santa Barbara, received the
2004 Award for a Distin-
guished Contribution in
Mass Spectrometry. The April
Datebook (p 53) had inadver-
tently attributed these awards
to the 2003 recipients.

Correction
In the Update department
(April, p 10), the structure
shown in the article “Deodor-
ants and Breast Cancer?”
is erroneously labeled as
p-hydroxybenzoic acid. This
is incorrect. What you have
shown is the methyl ester,
not the free acid.

Stephen P. Molnar
Foundation for Chemistry

Editor’s Reply:
Thank you for the observa-
tion. The structure has been
corrected in the Web version
of the article. ◆


