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ABSTRACT

Elkan R. Blout begins the interview with a description of his family and childhood.
Growing up in Manhattan as an only child, Blout was cared for by his parents, aunts, and uncles.
He attended DeWitt Clinton High School, in the Bronx, earning marks that were high enough to
skip three grades. Blout was still too young to attend college when he graduated, so he enrolled
in the Philips Exeter Academy. The school was tough both scholastically and socially, but he
made it through by attending his classes regularly, and playing bridge. After a year at Exeter,
Blout attended Princeton University, becoming one of only twelve Jewish students accepted in
1935. AsaJewish student, Blout struggled against discrimination from both the University and
the students. He graduated in 1939, and married Joan E. Dreyfus that same year. 1n 1942, Blout
received his Ph.D. in chemistry from Columbia University. He then accepted a fellowship at
Harvard University, where he worked with Louis Feiser and R. B. Woodward. After ayear,
Edwin H. Land offered Blout a position at the Polaroid Company. At Polaroid, he helped
develop the instant photographic process and the color translating microscope. At the same
time, he received aresearch grant to study synthetic polypeptides, and established a
spectroscopy laboratory at Children’s Hospital of Boston. 1n 1961, Blout left Polaroid for more
academic pursuits at Harvard Medical School. During hislong, fruitful relationship with
Harvard University, Blout has done much to improve both Harvard's Medical School and
Harvard's School of Public Health. 1n 1984, Blout divorced Joan Dreyfus and married Gail
Ferris. In 1991, Blout became the senior science advisor for the Food and Drug Administration.
Blout concludes the interview by expressing gratitude for the John Philips Award, which he was
awarded in 1998.

INTERVIEWERS

James J. Bohning is Professor of Chemistry Emeritus at Wilkes University, where he
was a faculty member from 1959 to 1990. He served there as chemistry department chair from
1970 to 1986 and environmental science department chair from 1987 to 1990. He was chair of
the American Chemical Society’s Division of the History of Chemistry in 1986, received the
Division’s outstanding paper award in 1989, and presented more than twenty-five papers before
the Division at national meetings of the Society. He has been on the advisory committee of the
Society’ s National Historic Chemical Landmarks committee sinceitsinception in 1992. He
developed the oral history program of the Chemical Heritage Foundation beginning in 1985, and
was the Foundation’s Director of Oral History from 1990 to 1995. He currently writes for the
American Chemical Society News Service.



Arnold Thackray is President of the Chemical Heritage Foundation. He mgjored in the
physical sciences before turning to the history of science, receiving a Ph.D. from Cambridge
University in 1966. He has held appointments at Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, the Institute for
Advanced Study, the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, and the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem. In 1983 he received the Dexter Award from the American Chemical
Society for outstanding contributions to the history of chemistry. He served on the faculty of
the University of Pennsylvaniafor more than a quarter of acentury. There, he was the founding
chairman of the Department of History and Sociology of Science, where heis the Joseph
Priestley Professor Emeritus.
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