
’Tis a Puzzlement
A chemist, too smart for his own good,
kept all of his research protocols on 3 by
5 cards, one step per card, with the idea
that there would be plenty of room for
annotation. The previous day he had a
particularly successful purification run,
but after he had transcribed all of the steps
onto the cards, one of his graduate
students opened the lab window, and all
five cards blew to the floor, completely
mixed up. The chemist sat down with his
technician who had helped him with
yesterday’s series of experiments, and they
tried to piece together the procedure from
memory. They could only remember three
things about the final procedure though—
beyond the fact that some of the steps
could be substituted for one another.
Obviously, the Nobel Prize committee
would not award the chemist a thing
unless he could reconstruct his procedure
from the following remembered clues:
• Freeze drying came as many steps after

precipitation as precipitation came after
distillation, if and only if distillation
came before acidification. 

• Distillation could be substituted for
freeze-drying if and only if precipitation
could not substitute for centrifugation. 

• Freeze drying came before acidification
and after distillation.
The chemist threw up his hands in

despair at this twisted skein of memories,
but his technician thought for a moment,
and then she came up with the correct solu-
tion for the protocol. How were the five
steps actually ordered? (See end of page.)

Facetious Footnote: It is unfortunate that,
although the scientist’s recovered proce-
dure did indeed turn out to be correct, the

identical compound had previously been
isolated in Madison, WI, six weeks earlier
by his former postdoc, who has already had
the publication of her results accepted by
Nature. And who is submitting the follow-
up grant to the NIH as we speak.

More Bartlett’s 
(Science) Summer
“Summertime, and the respiration, inges-
tion, digestion, reproduction, excretion
is easy. Pisces are jumpin’ and the Gossyp-
ium is high . . .”

—from Porgy and Bess
by George Gershwin (NOT)

“One Hirundo rustica does not make a
summer.”

—from Nichomachean Ethics
by Aristotle (NOT)

“And after many a summer dies the Cygnus
olor.”

—from Tithonus
by Alfred, Lord Tennyson (NOT)

Quotations
“Scientists, especially when they leave
the particular field in which they have
specialized, are just as ordinary, pig-
headed, and unreasonable as everybody
else, and their unusually high intelli-
gence only makes their prejudices all the
more dangerous.”

H. J. Eysenck,
Sense and Nonsense 
in Psychology, 1957

“I belonged to a small minority of boys
who were lacking in physical strength and
athletic prowess. . . . We found our refuge
in science. . . . We learned . . . that science
is a territory of freedom and friendship
in the midst of tyranny and hatred.”

Freeman Dyson, 
physicist, in To Teach or Not to Teach ◆
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Please send your work-related stories to the
Editorial Office as listed on page 3. If your humor
is published, you will receive a Today’s Chemist at
Work souvenir.
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Answer to “’Tis a Puzzlement”:Distillation came
first.Precipitation or centrifugation was performed next.
Freeze-drying followed,then acidification.


