
ILLINOIS YEARS-194S-1953 

Family 

T he years 1948-1953 are bounded by Nell's reentry into the United 
States as a permanent resident and by her return to the Netherlands 

on a visit during my first sabbatical leave, which we spent in the 
Netherlands and Switzerland. We had our first car, a Mercury convertible, 
and \ve drove it across the country to New York during Christmas vacation, 
1948-1949, to show off Ken to all the family. The visit was particularly for 
my father's benefit, for he was interested in the continuation of the family 
name as he himself was facing death with terminal cancer. Ken, christened 
in my father's bedroom, was idolized by all and responded appropriately. 
He was on the verge of being spoiled by the time it was necessary for us 
to return to Illinois. Nell's mother flew from Amsterdam to Chicago (with 
a stop in between) on an early KLM transatlantic flight in order to see 
Ken and to visit us in our little place in Urbana. Her visit in 1949 was 
timed for Ken's first birthday. I am certain that it was important for mother 
and grandmother to be together. The special information could also be 
shared that Nell was pregnant (tomato-juice indication) with our second 
child. My mother came to visit somewhat later, following my father's death 
and her partial recuperation therefrom. The amusing grandchild sped her 
further recovery, and Nell and she shared happy moments together. 
Summer brought the first opportunity for us to spend time in Dunewood, 
Manistee, Michigan, as amply described in the chapter on "Vacation 
Homes." 

Nell started experimenting with attendance at several of the churches 
in Urbana and Champaign. She decided that the Congregational Church 
in Champaign was most similar to the Remonstrante Kerk that she and 
her mother had attended in the Netherlands. It did not require belief in 
one particular creed and was administered by the congregation, as the 
name implies. This was all preparative for the christening of the next 
baby to come. 
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Marcia Louise 

Marcia Louise was born November 15, 1949. Everything went 
smoothly this time, with Dr. Cheydleur again assisting. I was amazed at 
how early in the life of this baby the femininity "vas evident. The selection 
of the name ".Marcia" was made because it was euphonious, and "Louise" 
was of course Nell's given first name. Ken found his new sister highly 
agreeable. Photographs show him with Marcia lying on his lap while he 
pointed our or poked her nose, mouth, eyes, and ears, and practiced his 
vocabulary accordingly. It was a time of great activity in the house
playing, hugging, singing, feeding, doing laundry, taking turns getting up 
in the night, and taking walks in the day. The summer of 1950 saw us in 
Ottawa, Canada, and that saga is told elsewhere. 

By 1951, the household was running smoothly. We had the necessary 
help and babysitting services, so that Nell and I could engage in our favorite 
activities. Mine were chemistry and singing, both of which involved some 
traveling. Nell's were tennis and golf (on the University's 9-hole course) 
plus a social life that developed from contacts at church and at the 
University. There was an organization called "Chem Wives" that met 
regularly, something quite foreign to present custom and the avoidance 
of discrimination. There were frequent concerts in the University's 
excellent Music School. Nell started attending meetings of the League 
of ·Women Voters in order to gain information for her conversion to being 
a U.S. citizen. She was delighted to find that women who differed strongly 
in their political views could be good friends and could find common 
democratic purpose. A month in Dunewood in the summer of 1951 was 
ideal, and strong, permanent friendships were developed there which 
helped to guarantee our return in all subsequent summers when it was 
possible. 

Early in 1952, we learned that another baby was on the way. 
Accordingly, I played a more responsible role in amusing Kenneth and 
Marcia. I am saddened that neither of them now remembers particularly 
the Sunday morning outings to the north of Champaign, where we could 
watch the steam engines being shifted in the roundhouse and then being 
attached to the freight cars in the marshaling yard of the Illinois Central 
Railroad. It was a fascinating procedure! I can only conclude that my 
children considered it mainly a time for Daddy's amusement, when he 
could smoke a pipe, survey the Sunday paper, and watch the engines and 
trains in slow motion. Dee and Marie Hall (Marie died in 2002 at 100!), 
our upstairs neighbors, played an important role in helping to entertain 
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the two children, especially Kenneth. My mother came out again from 
Mount Vernon to indulge herself with two grandchildren and to help in 
the household. Indulgence \von out because she broke her arm in stepping 
down from a ladder. As the weather turned warmer, we provided an 
inflatable wading pool in the yard. Ken and Marcia were customarily joined 
by some of the neighbor children in the wet romps that ensued. 

James Nelson 

James Nelson was born on August 15, 1952. While he had been a 
somewhat reluctant resident several times during Nell's third pregnancy, 
at the birthing time he was reluctant to depart (arrive) and some medical 
induction was necessary. In consideration of our later acquaintance with 
James' demonstrated planning concerns and organizational skills, I amuse 
myself by thinking that his hesitation was occasioned by such questions 
as the following: "Have my parents arranged for suitable food and shelter 
outside the womb? What will the temperature be? Will my environment 
be wet or dry, etc.?" This big baby was named after a "James" that Nell 
had loved in kindergarten in Shanghai, China, and "Nelson" was also my 
father's middle name. He was a smiler and a kicker, also very fond of food. 
He was to charm Oma Vermey and the Dutch relatives when we all went 
to Holland in 1953. 

Research 

My research publications resulted mainly from the work of 
undergraduate seniors and graduate collaborators on the antimalarial 
program, but, starting in 1947 and accelerating during 1948 and 1949, the 
work of my own graduate students started appearing in the Jou1Ilai of the 
American Chemical Socie~l' and the Jourllal of Organic Chemist/)I. My first 
Ph.D. student, Karl M. Beck (1948), went into pharmaceutical industry, 
as did three from the 1949 class. Two \vho received their degrees that 
year went into teaching and the rest (seven) became involved in industrial 
chemical research. Roger Beyler, then at Merck, appeared on a U.S. 
postage stamp in 1951 commemorating the 75th anniversary of the founding 
of the American Chemical Society. Donald L. F elley became the President 
of the Rohm and Haas Company, and Seemon H. Pines, when near 
retirement, received a monetary award from Merck and Company, with 
which he sponsored an annual graduate student symposium for the 
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Department of Chemistry at the University of Illinois. The research areas 
described in the publications included an analysis of the dependence of 
spectroscopic properties of 1,2-dicarbonyl compounds upon their steric 
configuration, determination of the relative stereochemistry of Senecio 
and Lupin alkaloids, and related catalytic hydrogenations that resulted in 
expedited reductive cyclizations, i.e., in one step. Also included was a 
series of papers on the role of intramolecular interactions in red uctive 
transformations, e.g., of alpha-aminoketones. Sufficient evidence of the 
adequate direction of graduate students and for originality in organic 
chemical research was gathered thereby so that I was advanced to Associate 
Professor of Chemistry on a tenure track in 1949. Study of alkaloid 
synthesis, reactions, and stereochemistry was to intrigue some of my 
research students for a decade, and the area of molecular rearrangements 
was a subject of worthwhile concentration for 40 years in many guises. It 
is interesting that I was never concerned about tenure. I was enjoying the 
teaching, tbe researcb, and student interactions so much that I trusted my 
senior chemistry colleagues to take care of any advancement I deserved 
in salary or status. I don't know wbether this was true for Nell as ,veil, 
because she had a greater recognition of our increasing responsibilities, 
but at least she was aware that I was very happy in my work, demanding 
as it was. 

Upon our return from the summer of 1950 spent at the Canadian 
National Research Council in Ottawa, where I worked in the laboratory 
of Dr. Leo Marion, we resumed our domestic and university-directed 
life in Urbana. In research, the publications with :Marion appeared, the 
reductive cyclization methodology was applied to other ring systems, 
and the chemical reduction of alpha-amino ketones found further 
application. We wanted to dissect the latter process and to search for 
intermediates. Electrolytic reduction provided several answers to our 
quest. Sherlock Swann, Professor of Chemical Engineering at the 
University of Illinois and a world expert on electrolytic reactions, 
provided guidance as to apparatus, proper electrodes, and conditions. 
E. 1. DuPont de Nemours and Company, Inc., provided funding in the 
form of an unsolicited, unrestricted grant. Hugh L. Dryden, Jr., an IV1.1.T. 
Ph.D., who was my first postdoctoral research associate to benefit from 
the grant, did the work. The result was a very thorough and practical 
analysis that could be extended to a new electrolytic method for making 
medium-size rings (9-12 members) containing nitrogen, otherwise very 
difficult to obtain. The novel synthetic process was the work of graduate 
students John Figueras, Jr., and Edward H. Mortus. Of the three research 
colleagues mentioned, Hugh and John were musical and bad the unique 
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ability of playing the organ. The surge of papers that we placed in the 
chemical literature aided in my advancement to Professor of Organic 
Chemistry. 

lVly first patents appeared in 1951 and 1952. Eli Lilly and Co. assisted 
in the preparation of three patents on the synthesis of sparteine 
(#2,561,326-8). As far as I know, they were never utilized commercially. 
Natural sparteine has the pharmacological effect of modulating the 
heartbeat of a horse. It is used in veterinary medicine, but it was banned 
for use in race horses. Two patents resulted during my consulting period 
with Phillips Petroleum Company in Bartlesville, Oklahoma. Both were 
based on air oxidation, with no catalyst involved. According to my contract, 
I was awarded $25 at the time of application and another $25 at the time 
of issue of the patent, in addition to my stipend. It would have taken 
many patents to have made the exercise worthwhile! One of these 
(#2,594,322) involved the air oxidation of methylcyclohexane, a product 
produced in excess in the "cracking" of petroleum fractions, and its acid 
conversion to bifunctional open-chain products for use in polymer 
synthesis. The other (#2,757,110) started with the air oxidation of a by
product of polyacrylonitrile manufacture and its conversion to pyridine-
2,5-dicarboxylic esters. I was drawing on slight experience, great hope, 
and some intuition when I suggested the end use of these products as 
insect repellents. A new and very competent entomology laboratory at 
Phillips, in fact, declared them to be ideal in this property. One of the 
diesters in particular was selected for large-scale manufacture. It had no 
appreciable toxicity to animals or man. A solution could be "painted' on a 
cow, and the animal would not be bothered by flies. It could be sprayed 
on the inside of a cow barn, and flies would not settle on the walls. It 
could be painted on a vegetable stand outdoors, and flies would not bother 
the product. "Ideal," one might say! The quantity that could be sold was 
too small, however, for a petroleum company to market. As a result, the 
patent was sold to an agricultural supply company, MGK, for $50,000, 
and they made and marketed the insect repellent for many years. 'When I 
last checked the production figures in the early 80s, they were about 
2,000,000 pounds per year. However, shortly thereafter, the farm economy 
suffered losses and the MGK Company went out of business. There it is, 
a near-perfect insect repellent with no one producing it, partly because it 
is more expensive than the popular DEET and also because the patent 
guaranteeing exclusivity has long since come into the public domain. I 
lost my consulting agreement with Phillips and gained a new one with the 
IVIonsanto Chemical Company, with regular visits to Dayton, Ohio, and 
St. Louis, Missouri. 
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During the fall semester of 1952, we started planning for moving into 
the house at 606 West Indiana Avenue in Urbana that was to become ours 
on February 1, 1953, and for traveling to Europe shortly thereafter, as 
described in the chapters on "Where Did We Live?" and "Sabbatical 
Leaves." I spent some time organizing five talks to offer the Swiss
American Foundation for the speaking tour of Switzerland that would be 
part of the sabbatical. In retrospect, the number was excessive and should 
have been two or, at most, three. I was too enthusiastic! Not all of one's 
work certainly deserves international attention. It was an important lesson 
for me to learn. 
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