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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. As a Jewish student, Blout struggled against discrimination from both the University and
the students. He graduated in 1939, and married Joan E. Dreyfus that same year. In 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 a year,
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 a research grant to study synthetic polypeptides, and established a
spectroscopy laboratory at Children’s Hospital of Boston. In 1961, Blout left Polaroid for more
academic pursuits at Harvard Medical School. During his long, fruitful relationship with
Harvard University, Blout has done much to improve both Harvard’s Medical School and
Harvard’s School of Public Health. In 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 since its inception 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 majored 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 Pennsylvania for more than a quarter of a century. There, he was the founding
chairman of the Department of History and Sociology of Science, where he is the Joseph
Priestley Professor Emeritus.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

1 Childhood, Education, and Marriage
Growing up as an only child in Manhattan during the Great Depression.
Attending P.S. 52 elementary school and DeWitt Clinton High School. The
Phillips Exeter Academy. John Hogg. Princeton University. Running the
Campus Sales Agency. Marriage in 1939 to Joan E. Dreyfus. Post-graduate
work at Columbia University. NRC Fellowship. Robert C. Elderfield.
Working with the Beckman DU. Louis F. Fieser. Robert B. Woodward.
William Doering.

13 Career at Polaroid
Quinine work. Jim Sprague and Sharp & Dohme. Edwin H. “Din” Land.
Description of early Polaroid Company. Doering and Columbia University.
Robert D. Conrad. The color-translating microscope. Julius Silver and the
board of trustees. Success with black and white instant photography. Din
presses for instant color photography. Howard G. Rogers. Experimenting
with dyes. Maurice Pechet. Sidney Farber. Working at Children’s Hospital
Medical Center. Polypeptide work. Jack Dreyfus. William J. McCune. As
vice president and a millionaire. Harvard University. Living with Sidney
Farber.

21 From Polaroid to the American Academy
Working to create instant-color film. Polaroid’s patent suit against Eastman
Kodak. Shock research. As full professor at Harvard. Election to NAS. The
CHON Corporation. The Bay Biochemical Research non-profit organization.
Pierre Crabbé. As dean of the School of Public Health. Howard H. Hiatt.
NAS treasurer and international affairs committee. Frank Press. Samuel O.
Thier. Paul Samuelson. NAS study of immune deficiency diseases. The
National Research Council. Bruce Alberts. The American Academy’s lack of
purpose.

33 The Industry and the Arts
Derek Bok. Barry Bloom. Enanta Pharmaceuticals, Inc. The Novirex
Company. The IOCD and the IIVD. The Affymax Corporation. Alejandro
Zaffaroni. Founding the Journal of Biopolymers. Working as a CBR trustee.
The Marine Protein Corporation. The Big Drop with Carl Djerassi. I
Remember Mama. Consulting for the Monsanto-Washington University
research agreement. Arnold Levine.

40 Reflections on Life and Career
Norman Simmons. Ephraim K. Katzir. Linus C. Pauling. Polaroid’s recent
decline. Stanley Calderwood. Elkan Blout’s current relationship with
William McCune. Edwin Land and the American Academy.



45 Conclusion
Marriage to Joan Dreyfus, and their three children. Vacationing in Cuttyhunk,
Massachusetts. Nomad and Peptide. Separation and divorce. Marrying Gail
Ferris. Adopting Darya. Living in Cambridge and Marion. David Kessler.
The positives and negatives of working for the FDA. Hobbies. The Elkan
Blout Foundation. Winning the John Phillips Award.

57 Notes

58 Index



57

NOTES

1. W. D. Paist, E. R. Blout, F. C. Uhle, and R. C. Elderfield, “Studies on Lactones
Related to the Cardiac Aglycones. III. The Properties of -Substituted ,-
Butenolides and a Suggested Revision of the Structure of the Side Chain of the
Digitalis Strophanthus Aglycones,” Journal of Organic Chemistry, 6 (1941): 273-
289.

2. See note 1 above; E. R. Blout and R. C. Elderfield, “Synthesis of -Substituted ,-
Butenolides from Methyl Ketones,” Journal of Organic Chemistry, 8 (1943):
29-36; E. R. Blout, J. Fried, and R. C. Elderfield, “The Condensation of Ethyl
Oxalate with Ethyl -Cyclohexylcrotonate and a Method for Predicting the
Products from Such Condensations,” Journal of Organic Chemistry, 8 (1943): 37-
42.

3. R. B. Woodward and E. R. Blout, “The Condensation of Acyloins with Ethyl
Acetate,” Journal of the American Chemical Society, 65 (1943): 562-565.

4. For a complete list of Elkan Blout’s publications, see Chemical Heritage
Foundation Oral History Research File #0095.

5. E. H. Land, E. R. Blout, D. S. Grey, M. S. Flower, H. Husek, R. C. Jones, C. H.
Matz, and D. P. Merrill, “A Color Translating Ultraviolet Microscope,” Science,
109 (1949): 371-374.



58

INDEX

A
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome [AIDS], 37, 56
Affymax Corporation, 37-38
Aglycones, 7-8
Alberts, Bruce, 30-32
Alyea, Hubert, 3-4
Alzheimer’s disease, 38
American Academy, 32-33, 44
American Telephone and Telegraph [AT&T], 4

B
-diketones, 10
Babies’ Hospital, 1
Bader, Alfred, 11
Bartlett, Paul D., 10
Bay Biochemical Research, Incorporated, 26-27
Beckman DU spectrophotometer, 9, 11
Belmont, Massachusetts, 22, 30, 54
Belton, Massachusetts, 2
Berry, George Packer, 20
Beth Israel Hospital, 23
Bloom, Barry, 33-34
Blout, Elkan

adopted daughter [Darya], 48
brother-in-law [Jack Dreyfus], 19, 53, 55
brother-in-law [Richard Reiss], 3-5, 53
college roomate's father [Dr. Reiss], 7
daughter [Susan], 46
ex-wife [Joan E. Dreyfus], 5-8, 45-50, 53-54
father [Eugene], 1, 20
father-in-law [Jack Dreyfus], 46
mother [Lillian B.], 1-5
Nomad, 47
Peptide, 47, 53
sister-in-law [Lorraine Dreyfus], 5
son [James] 13, 46
son [William], 4
wife [Gail Ferris], 48-49, 51

Bok, Derek, 33
Boston Biochemical Research Institute, 38
Boston Lying-in Hospital, 8, 46
Boston Museum of Fine Arts, 44
Boston, Massachusetts, 2-3, 8



59

Bours, William A., 4
Boyce, Sir Rubert William, 18
Brandeis University, 20, 28
Brown, Denny, 8

wife [Mrs. Brown], 8
Buzzard’s Bay, 26

C
Calderwood, Stanley, 44
Caldwell, Shirley M., 40
Cambridge University, 21-22, 30, 43, 49-52
Cambridge, Massachusetts, 5, 7-8, 15
Carter, James E., 55
Center for Blood Research [CBR], 38
Center for the History of Chemistry, 11
Chang, Frederic C., 12
Chemical Heritage Foundation, 34
Children’s Hospital of Boston, 18-20

Medical Center, 22-23, 40, 54
Cancer Research Foundation, 23

CHON Corporation, 25-27, 36
Ciba Geigy Corporation, 25
Cohen, Carolyn, 20
Cohen, Saul Gerald, 10
Cohn, E. J., 38
College Seal and Crest Company, 5
Color microscope, 22
Columbia University, 3, 6-8, 13, 15, 20, 23, 46
Connecticut College for Women, 7
Conrad, Robert D., 16
Converse Hall, 12
Coolidge Laboratory, 22
Cope, Arthur C., 13
Crabbé, Pierre, 26, 36
Cuttyhunk, Massachusetts, 47, 49-51, 53

Harbor, 50

D
Damschroder, Ruby, 21
Deoxyribonucleic acid [DNA], 38
DeWitt Clinton High School, 1, 3
Djerassi, Carl, 39
Doering, William von Eggers, 10, 12-13, 15
Dougherty, Gregg, 4, 6
du Pont de Nemours & Co., E.I., Inc., 4



60

E
Eastman-Kodak Company, 21-22, 43, 45
Edison, Thomas, 17
Elderfield, Robert C., 8-9, 13, 15
Elementary school P.S. 52, 1
Enanta Company, 35, 56

F
Farber, Sidney, 18, 20, 22
Fieser, Louis F., 10, 12-13, 18
Fieser, Mary, 12
Fine, Jack, 23
Fine, Jacob, 14, 18
Fineberg, Harvey, 34
Food and Drug Administration [FDA], 32, 51-53

science council, 52
Fried, Gus, 9
Fried, Josef, 9

G
General Electric Company, 55
Gergeley, John, 38
Global warming, 31
Glycones, 7
Great Depression, 1, 2

H
Hammett, Louis P., 9
Harvard University, 6-11, 13, 15, 18-27, 31-34, 38, 47-48, 50-51, 54

Medical School, 8, 18-24, 34, 40, 44, 51
School of Public Health, 27, 33-34, 37

Henriques, Frederick C., 12
Hiatt, Howard H., 27, 33-34
Hilger spectrophotometer, 9
Hodosman, Lou, 20
Hogg, John, 2
Hough, Richard R., 4

I
I Remember Mama, 39
IBM Corporation, 28
Illinois, University of, 9
instant photography, 16-17, 19, 33, 45

color, 43
Institute of Medicine, 28
International Institute for Virology Development [IIVD], 36-37



61

International Organization for Chemical Sciences in Development [IOCD], 36, 55
Interscience Publishers, 38
Inwood [suburb], Manhattan, 1

J
Journal of Biopolymers, 38

K
Katzir, Ephraim Katchalski, 40
Kendrew, John C., 24
Kennedy, Eugene P., 20
Kessler, David, 51-52
Key Biscayne, Florida, 50, 53

L
Lactones, 8
Land, Edwin H. ["Din"], 13-22, 25, 32-33, 43-45, 55
Lawrenceville School, 3
Lehigh University, 19
Lehn, Jean-Marie, 55
Lenormant, Henri, 40

diMania, Charles Henri Lenormant, 40
Leonard, Nelson J., 9
Levine, Arnold, 39
Linstead, Reginald Patrick, 7, 10

M
Manhattan Project, 9
Marine Protein Corporation, 38
Marion, Massachusetts, 51, 54
Massachusetts General Hospital, 51
Massachusetts Institute of Technology [MIT], 14, 20, 23, 29
Master’s Mark, 5
McCune, William J., 19, 21-22, 44-45
Merck, Sharp & Dohme, 13-14
Mikulka, Charles, 19
Monsanto Company, 39

Monsanto-Washington University research agreement, 39
Montgomery, Alabama, 7, 46

N
National Academy of Sciences [NAS], 11, 25, 27-34, 52, 55-56

internal affairs committee, 27, 29
National Institutes of Health [NIH], 20, 25-26, 29
National Research Council [NRC], 30

Fellowship, 7-10



62

N-carboxyanhydrides, 18
New Bedford, Massachusetts, 49-50
Noller, Carl, 10
Novirex Company, 35

O
Office of Naval Research, 16
Oxford University, 30

P
Partners HealthCare System, Incorporated, 28
Pauling, Linus C., 40, 55
Pechet, Maurice, 18, 22
Pecht, Maurice, 18
Peptides, 18, 23, 25, 40
Perutz, Max F., 24
Philips Exeter Academy, 2, 3, 5, 56

John Phillips Award, 56
Phillips, John, 56

Polaroid, 12, 14-25, 33-34, 36, 43-47, 50, 54
Polymerization, 18
Polymers, 15
Polypeptides, 18, 20, 23, 25
Press, Frank, 27-28, 30-31
Princeton University, 3-6, 8, 39-40, 45, 53

Campus Sales Agency, 4-5
department of molecular biology, 39

Proskauer, Eric S., 38
"psychology squad", 2
Pullman, Irja, 11

Q
Quinine, 12-15

R
Reid, Duncan E., 8
Rich, Alexander, 20
Richards, Theodore William, 4
Rockefeller University, 39
Rogers, Howard G., 17
Royal Society, 30-31
Russell, Paul, 51



63

S
Samuelson, Paul A., 29, 31
Saturday Evening Post, 2
Sawyer, Eunice, 49
Seabrook Farms, 4

Seabrook, James M., 4
Silver, Julius, 16
Simmons, Norman, 40
Skidmore College, 7, 46
Skinner, David W., 19
Smyth, Charles P., 4
Solomon, Arthur, 22
Solomon, Arthur K., 20
Soviet Academy of Sciences, 30
Spectroscopy, 8, 14-18, 23
Sprague, James M., 13
Spuyten Duyvil Creek, 1
Stanford University, 40
State of Israel, 40
Stork, Gilbert, 20
Strophanthus alkaloids, 7
Stryer, Lubert, 40
Sulfanilamide, 4
Syntex Corporation, 26, 36, 39

T
Taylor, Hugh, 4
The Big Drop, 39
Thier, Samuel O., 28
Turner, Richard B., 10

U
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 36
Urey, Harold C., 9

W
Wallis, Everett, 4, 6
Washington University, 39
Watergate Hotel, 52
Weissberger, Arnold, 21
Welch, Jack, 55
West, Cutler D., 5, 14
Woodward, Robert B., 10-14, 16, 18-20, 22, 25-26, 40, 53-55
World War I, 49
World War II, 12, 14, 16



64

Y
Yale University, 40

Medical School, 52
Yitsutzy, Henry, 21
Yohimbine, 10

Z
Zaffaroni, Alex Alejandro, 37, 39


