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LETTERS 

C&EN reading is rewarding! 
SIR: Several letters in C&EN, Nov. 25, 1985, 
pages 2 and 3 prompt me to cease the procras­
tination which has held me silent. 

It is especially rewarding to see the reply 
by Thaxton, Bradley, and Olsen to the worse 
than superficial review by Lemmon of their 
book, "The Mystery of Life's Origin: Reas­
sessing Current Theories." That the reviewer 
may honestly disagree, particularly with 
views expressed in the epilogue, is no excuse 
for a review so poorly written and so clearly 
exuding braggadocio. I have seen reviews far 
more competently done by others but turned 
back by our society's editors. 

In the barrage of letters appearing at inter­
vals in the last two years or so (originally 
sparked by the Creation issue in public 
schools), one writer particularly questioned 
why C&EN should report (Aug. 27, 1984, 
page 36), without criticism, on such an event 
as the national meeting of the American Sci­
entific Affiliation (of which I am not a mem­
ber). Another, at that same time, wrote confi­
dently opining that the 19th century and ear­
lier "higher criticism" of biblical writings 
"are quite upsetting to true believers." (Even 
the reformer, Martin Luther, practiced tex­
tual higher criticism.) He additionally asked, 
"How can we expect the writings of prescien-
tific inhabitants. . . , ignorant by present 
standards, to have much to say that is accept­
able to modern man? (Maybe he had not done 
his homework!) He went on to list some well-
known personalities of his own brand of be­
lief and pompously challenged others to 
match it. I was reminded of an ad placed in a 
regional magazine at about the same time by 
a committee of a denomination celebrating 
an anniversary. The ad listed some Nobel 
Prize winners claimed by the denomination 
and added the evaluative line, "The Church 
for People Who Think." You see where that 
puts the rest of us! 

A number of us in the scientific communi­
ty seem to have a penchant for sounding off 
half-cocked, almost as if attempting to outdo 
the so-called fundamentalists who so often 
bug many others of us—and we are the ones 
who should know better, so we have adver­
tised. We forget that we, as those before us, 
are prisoners of our times. 

Another letter in the Nov. 25 issue, that of 
George Giddings, calls attention to a snafu 
that seems incomprehensible. Studies of food 
irradiation were started as early as shortly 
after World War II. Why all the alleged mys­
tery now, after about 40 years of research? 
Are we really so incompetent? 

In the same issue, the letter of Thomas 
Mroziak is a welcome antidote for the strange 
negativity of Wotiz and Rudofsky. Another 

bit of dreaming was the prelude to the dis­
covery of element 91 by Fajans and Gohring. 
Fajans loved music, and the two went to a 
performance of the opera Tristan and Isolde. 
Fajans was so tired that he sleepily closed his 
eyes. Suddenly, after an interval, he was 
alert, wrote some equations on a slip of paper, 
and thus charted the course to the later dis­
covery. 

There is real value, I believe, in reports of 
meetings such as that of ASA and in Letters to 
the Editor, of which this may be a pedestrian 
example. It is in such ways that we appear 
much more nakedly before our fellow scien­
tists, revealing facets of ourselves that we 
don't display in delivering papers at ACS 
meetings, or in writing such for publication. 
We may gain a better understanding of the 
composition of our professional ACS, our di­
versity, what makes us tick. 

Thank you for C&EN, even the highly 
technical column "Flotsam and jetsam." 

Rey Holmen 
White Bear Lake, Minn. 

Controversy in tobacco industry 
SIR: Recombinant DNA technology holds ' 
great promise for major advances in numer­
ous fields of biology and medicine, from ge­
netic engineering of improved food crops to 
synthesis of antibodies useful in treatment of 
cancer and immunologic illnesses, such as 
multiple sclerosis and systemic lupus erythe­
matosus [Science, 229, 455 (1985)]. 

Because of the unknown consequences of 
introducing "new" life forms into the envi­
ronment, experimentation, especially in the 
world outside the laboratory, must be care­
fully conceived and monitored. A great con­
troversy now rages over the procedures for 
approving and conducting such tests (C&EN, 
Nov. 25, 1985, page 24). The current debate 
centers around the approvals just given by 
the National Institutes of Health for field 
tests of a modified tobacco plant, and by the 
Environmental Protection Agency for tests of 
a strawberry plant-inhabiting bacterium. 

Tobacco? NIH? Have either the propo­
nents or critics of these tests thought to ques­
tion the propriety of the National Institutes 
of Health, of all agencies—parent agency of 
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the National Cancer Institute and the Nation­
al Heart, Lung & Blood Institute—approving 
recombinant DNA research which, if success­
ful, will result in the improvement of tobac­
co, a plant which is responsible for causing 
more than 300,000 deaths annually in the 
U.S.? 

Steven D. Stellman 
Assistant Vice President for Epidemiology 
American Cancer Society, New York City 

More on food irradiation 
SIR: With reference to the letter entitled 
"Unique radiolytic products" (C&EN, Oct. 
21,1985, page 2), I feel that W. Ligon is under 
some misconceptions regarding the applica­
tion of food irradiation: Inaccuracies in his 
letter need to be corrected. 

To my knowledge, the Food & Drug Ad­
ministration has not made "a recent deci­
sion" to declare food irradiation a process 
rather than an additive. Legislation intro­
duced by Congressman Sid Morrison, but not 
yet acted upon, seeks to make this logical 
change. (Microwaves, heat, or light are not 
considered as additives, and they are also 
forms of radiation). 

Also, the decision on whether or not to 
require labeling of irradiated food has not yet 
been made. The statement that delays in in­
troduction of this technology into the U.S. 
are caused by fear of the chemical changes 
caused by radiation, is misleading and in­
complete. While fear due to a lack of knowl­
edge may be a factor, there are several rea­
sons for the delay, including of course a prop­
er concern that sufficient research has been 
done to demonstrate that chemical changes 
are not potentially harmful. This research has 
been done, and FDA has approved the use of 
irradiation for spices, pork, etc., because the 
overwhelming evidence is that there will be 
no harmful changes in the food being irradi­
ated. This is documented in numerous avail­
able publications (Codex Alimentarius, 
Heckler hearings, etc.) and has been covered 
in the technical literature. Public fear of irra­
diation as a process is based on a failure or 
inability to obtain access to available infor­
mation, and this fact obviously needs to be 
better addressed than it has been. 

The major flaw in Ligon's argument is that 
there is no consideration of the relative ef­
fects of dose level on food. This question of 
dose level is glossed over throughout the let­
ter, and is a highly misleading omission. At 
100 kilorads, the maximum permissible dose 
being considered by FDA (and at that only 
10% of the dose permitted as safe elsewhere 
in the world), Unique Radiolytic Products 
(URPs) are essentially undetectable (not 

"thousands," as stated). Moreover, most of 
the chemical changes detected from high 
dose levels of radiation are quite similar to 
those produced by cooking. The truly unique 
radiolytic products are few indeed. 

The question of radiation effects on food 
has been thoroughly investigated for more 
than 40 years, as has the question of safety 
and palatability. High radiation doses (10 
megarads or so) do generate detectable levels 
of URPs, but overcooking by comparison 
generates known carcinogens, and it can lead 
to harm if pyrolyzed food is consumed. The 
degree of cooking—and the dose of radiation 
—are primary parameters in any rational dis­
cussion of the effects of irradiation. 

The last paragraph of Ligon's letter is intri­
guing—any compound improving palatabil­
ity at the sub-ppb concentration under dis­
cussion here would indeed be a potent flavor 
compound, but I strongly suspect that it 
would have to go through the same testing as 
any other additive; the existence of such com­
pounds is highly unlikely, as most flavor 
changes (observed at very high dose levels) 
are adverse. 

I am not an "advocate" of food irradiation 
in the sense of believing it to be good regard­
less of evidence to the contrary. I believe it to 
be a useful addition to the techniques avail­
able for food disinfestation and preservation, 
and a way of improving the quality of overall 
nutrition. I have reviewed the available evi­
dence on food irradiation and would be hap­
py to share this information with others. It 
overwhelmingly supports the proposed FDA 
action. 

Peter M. Molton, Kennewick, Wash. 

SIR: Much has been written about food irra­
diation but the issue still appears murky. 
George C. Giddings recently wrote in C&EN 
(Letters, Nov. 25, 1985, page 2) that work at 
Natick had indicated that no Unique Radio­
lytic Products (URPs) appear in irradiated 
foods. The U.S. Food & Drug Administration, 
however, in its July 1980 Final Report enti­
tled "Recommendations for Evaluating the 
Safety of Irradiated Foods," states that about 
10% of the volatile radiolytic products in irra­
diated beef are, in fact, URPs. Although these 
materials are apparently similar in structure 
to naturally occurring food constituents, the 
report goes on to say, "Certainly some URPs 
will be formed which are structurally atypi­
cal of parent food molecules." It is assumed 
by the report's author(s) that these materials 
will be processed by digestive enzymes to 
"normal molecular subunits." The assump­
tion of the long-term safety of irradiated 
foods appears at least in part based on esti­
mated yields of URPs and their assumed en-
zymic hydrolysis in the digestive tract. 

The policy recommendations in the same 
report call for toxicological evaluation of 
foods irradiated above 100 kilorads and com­
prising more than 0.01% of the diet, because 
of the presence of URPs in sufficient quantity 
to warrant such testing. 

Since the 1980 report was sent to me in 
November of this year following my request 
to FDA for up-to-date information on the 
safety of irradiated foods, I can only conclude 
that at least one branch of the U.S. govern­
ment currently believes that URPs do indeed 
occur in irradiated food. 

Burton Kallman, Standards Coordinator 
National Nutritional Foods Association 

Costa Mesa, Calif. 

In praise of chemists 
SIR: Hair shirts are for saints. Some saints 
may have been chemists, but not many chem­
ists are saints. In spite of the fact that chem­
ists aren't saints, very few of them dump de­
liberately. 

N. Aristov's letter (C&EN, Nov. 11, 1985, 
page 2) seems to imply that all chemists are 
attempting to hide an ugly skeleton when, in 
fact, it is the chemists who've developed the 
means of finding the skeletons, even when 
they're exceedingly minute. 

Cigarettes, alcohol, and too much good 
food are the killers in our society—not (even 
deliberate) dumpers. 

Chemistry, chemists, and the chemical in­
dustry deserve praise, not brickbats. 

The public has been unjustifiably alarmed 
by newspapers, etc., that have to ballyhoo 
dreaded events in order to sell their products 
(papers, radio, and TV time). These wolf-cri­
ers are sowing the seeds for a crisis of belief. 

The percentage of crooked presidents must 
be higher than the percentage of Bhopals, 
PCB spills, and deliberate dumping put to­
gether. 

Aristov, you're off base—not the ACS can­
didates. 

Wayne Phillips, President 
Custom Chem Lab Inc. 

Livermore, Calif. 

Easier use of computer systems 
SIR: I read with interest the article on "Com­
puters in the Lab" (C&EN, Aug. 19, 1985, 
page 21). A revolution in the way chemists 
obtain information and design experiments 
is indeed about to occur and is already taking 
place now at several academic and industrial 
laboratories across the U.S. and Europe. 
While the utility of computerized tools is still 
viewed with a healthy amount of skepticism, 

Continued on page 50 
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