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Cambridge 
Seamus Heaney, final clubs, scientists and sex

HARVARD AND SLAVERY
While the  new stone tablet on Wads-
worth House acknowledging four slaves by 
name who worked there in the eighteenth 
century is on first glance praiseworthy as 
a first step (Brevia, “Spotlight on Slavery,” 
July-August, page 29), it is on second glance 
woefully inadequate. To highlight just four 
eighteenth-century slaves by first name, 
without also acknowledging the fact that 
other unknown slaves must have been em-
ployed in Wadsworth House in the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries as 
well, seems a shameful omission. Did the re-
search inspired by the Harvard and Slavery 
Project not find evidence of the College em-
ploying other slaves, at Wadsworth House 
and elsewhere on campus? By its silence, the 
tablet suggests that just these four slaves 
were Harvard’s only involvement in our na-
tional shame of slavery. 

Assuming that there is actually evidence 

of other slaves working at Harvard, this 
stone tablet would have been an excellent 
place to state that fact, as a more authen-
tic and less superficial acknowledgment of 
Harvard’s past. This first step seems more 
a stumble...

James S. Berkman ’77, J.D. ’82
Boston

Editor’s note: The underlying news article, 
for which a link is provided in the Brevia 
summary, makes clear that President Drew 
Faust, in announcing the tablet (it “is the 
beginning of an effort to remember them 
and our shared history”), pointed to future 
steps. A committee of faculty historians will 
advise on other campus sites to be recog-
nized “as significant symbols of Harvard’s 
connection to slavery,” and the Radcliffe In-
stitute will convene a conference on univer-
sities and slavery. It is not possible to pub-
lish such extensive (please turn to page 5)

K i t  R e e d
When Christopher (“Kit”) Reed  retired as ex-
ecutive editor in 2007, concluding 39 years of service 
to this magazine’s readers, we observed, “Had he not 
written with such humor and grace, and with such wry 
appreciation for the University’s traditions and foibles, 
his colleagues would have resented bitterly his calm 
confidence at the keyboard, no matter how pressing 
the deadlines.” Fortunately, he was not really gone af-
ter that leave-taking: he continued crafting Treasure 
into early 2015, with a final column last spring, and he 
manned The College Pump through this past May-June. 

Outside the office, Kit was an extraordinary plants-
man (colleagues cherish specimens from his garden), 
and although ill, he took an immediate shine to the 
July-August article on botanizing expeditions by the 
Arnold Arboretum—a place he loved and had written 

about beautifully. His death, on July 21, reminds us of the high standards he set and 
maintained so well for so long, and of the dear friend we have lost. ~the editors

At work, April 1977
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online accounts in their entirety in print—
hence, the link to the original, full report.

SEAMUS HEANEY IN ARKANSAS
Seamus heaney,  brilliant scholar, was 
never far from his Irish love of the ridicu-
lous (“With Seamus Heaney in Elysium,” 
July-August, page 60). Several years ago, my 
husband (M.B.A. ’61) and I were on a Har-
vard trip to Ireland. One night in Dublin, 
Seamus was the star attraction at dinner. 
Afterward, he was working the crowd and 
came up to a woman from Boston and me. 
He asked her where she was from, and when 
she told him, he said, “Ah, I know it well.”

He then asked me the same question, and 
when I said “Arkansas,” he threw his arms 
in the air and, with a big smile, said, “Ah, 
Arkansas! I love Arkansas. I had three firsts 
in one day in Arkansas.”

I asked him what his three firsts were 
and, still smiling broadly, he said he saw a 
dead armadillo on the side of the road. That 
would naturally make you smile, since the 
armadillo rolls over and dies with all four 
legs sticking straight up in the air. (Some-

times a local wit will put a beer can in his 
front paws!)

Seamus joyfully told of his second first: 
he saw “Rice paddies flooded.”

Then his demeanor changed entirely and 
his face became one of horror, as he gave the 
third first: “For the first time in my life, I was 
in a dry county.”

Nancy McDonough
Little Rock

FINAL CLUB SANCtIONS
In her  Baccalaureate address this year, 
President Drew Faust exhorted students 

to tell “your own story” (see harvard-
mag.com/bac-16): “[T]elling your own 
story means discovering who you are, and 
not what others think you should be.” 
Regrettably, recent statements and actions 
by Harvard administrators fly in the face of 
these inspirational words [see News Briefs, 
“Social Club Sanctions,” July-August, page 
27]. These administrators express an intent 
to compromise the prospects of young wom-
en and men who choose to spend a portion 
of their personal time in companionship 
with friends in a same-gender setting. They 
intend to do so by denying these students 

(continued from page 2)
N o t e s  t o  R e a d e r s
With this issue,  the magazine has moved to a new printer, so your issue is now 
mailed from Pennsylvania, not Minnesota. We hope the transition passes unnoticed—
but if your copy arrives on a slightly new schedule, please bear with us.

Lydialyle Gibson joined the masthead last autumn as a writer and editor. One of the 
features she wrote for the University of Chicago’s magazine, her prior perch, has justly 
been recognized as the best alumni-magazine article of 2015—the highest accolade in 
our field. Her first feature for Harvard Magazine readers begins on page 50 of this issue. 
Whether you have noticed her byline on many previous pieces or not, you will quickly 
discover her many delightful strengths as a reporter and writer. Enjoy.          ~the editor
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Whether we’re fi ghting Redcoats 
or wearing lab coats, 

Bostonians love a good revolution. 
This is a city of game-changers, from the American Revolution 
to the healthcare revolution. And Boston Medical Center is leading 
the charge. BMC has a distinctive reputation as the largest safety 
net hospital in New England and the busiest trauma center in the 
region. Caring for all members of the community we call “home” 
is central to our mission. BMC’s Department of Orthopedic Surgery 
seeks to bolster this mission by naming its fi rst endowed Chair 
and Professorship at Boston University School of Medicine. 

Your gift will help chart a course for ongoing clinical excellence 
as well as basic and translational orthopedic research that is bold, 
challenging and visionary. Some might even call it revolutionary. 

To learn more about this exciting naming opportunity, 
please call 617.638.5633 or email Ortho@bmc.org.

opportunity for leadership positions at Har-
vard and important postgraduate scholar-
ships. The message: conform your story to 
what these administrators think that it 
should be, or else put your college career—
and future beyond Harvard—at peril.

Friendships are central to telling your own 
story. You must be free to choose and associ-
ate with companions without intimidation 
or sanctions. Freedom of association is en-
shrined in the Constitution. It is extolled 
from Alexis de Tocqueville to Harvard’s own 
Professor Robert D. Putnam as a fundamental 

building block of America. Blacklisting a per-
son based on association might be expected 
from McCarthyites, but not a great institu-
tion such as Harvard. Students’ and gradu-
ates’ stories shouldn’t be that their lives are 
marred by Harvard harassment. And, I might 
add, witch hunts are out of style. 

John A. Hodges ’62
Washington, D.C.

SCIENtIFIC SENSE ON SEX
I find it  remarkable that biologists are still 
wondering about the value of sex (“Why 

Sex Succeeds” July-
August, page 11), when 
physicist Sir Fred Hoyle 
mathematically proved 
the value of sex decades 
ago. This proof, which was finally published 
in 1999 in the small book The Mathematics of 
Evolution, shows that while asexual repro-
duction is capable of maintaining biological 
information, it is incapable of significantly 
improving a species because beneficial mu-
tations cannot be decoupled from the much 
more numerous deleterious mutations. Sex-
ual reproduction does allow for improve-
ments because the beneficial mutations are 
decoupled from the deleterious mutations 
and can be selected for independently. The 
cited research explicitly demonstrates these 
issues.

I can suggest a couple of reasons biolo-
gists may have been reluctant to embrace 
Hoyle’s proof. The first is that the mathe-
matics Hoyle used, while familiar to physi-
cists, is beyond what most biologists are re-
quired to study. The second is that Hoyle’s 
proof demonstrates that with asexual re-
production, natural selection is incapable 
of producing the macro evolution required 
by biology’s paradigm. Biologists are subject 
to confirmation bias, which makes them re-
luctant to accept evidence that undermines 
Darwinism, which in this case is the fact 
that Darwinism has no mechanism for de-
veloping the complexity required for sexual 
reproduction. Hoyle believed that biologists’ 
refusal to acknowledge the limitations of the 
Darwinian paradigm has kept them from 
searching for the true mechanism driving 
evolution.

Thomas Phillips, Ph.D. ’86 
Chapel Hill, N.C.

PLANt PROSPECtING
It is always  a particular pleasure to be 
brought up to date on the doings at the Ar-
nold Arboretum, such as their program to 
find a suitable evergreen viburnum (“The 
Plant Prospectors,” July-August, page 37). 
I wish them success in their efforts with V. 
davidii, but in the meantime I find the   ever-
green (at least nine years out of 10) V. rhyti-
dophyllum (leatherleaf viburnum) does the 
job quite nicely. At 15 to 20 feet, it certainly 
has a presence. Heads of nice enough off-
white flowers, born in May, compel atten-
tion with a bracing, even astringent, aro-
ma. Black fruits follow, though there is a 
red-berried form (please turn to page 78)

Visit harvardmag.
com for additional 
letters.
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that is rather more attractive. Culture is 
straightforward.

James L. Jones ’54
Lexington, Mass.

ENDOWMENt ANXIEtIES
Sorry to be  so late in commenting. I have 
just gotten around to reading President 
Faust’s editorial “Vigorous Immortality” 
(November-December 2015, page 3) and I 
am concerned about her projections for the 
calculations of Harvard’s financing in the fu-
ture. Current spending from the endowment 
is 5 percent per year. She assumes a 3 percent 

inflation rate and projects an 8 percent aver-
age investment return for the endowment. 
Everything looks rosy in perpetuity.

Stop the press. In a bad fiscal year, 2009, 
the fund lost 30 perent of its value and Har-
vard had to borrow $2.5 billion. The annual 
report from Stephen Blyth, Ph.D. ’92, presi-
dent and CEO of Harvard Management Com-
pany, reveals some of the complexities. The 
value of the endowment has finally inched 
above the 2009 nadir. Since 2008, the “Real 
Return over Higher Education Price Index” 
(his figure 5) has hovered around 5 percent, 
the current spending level noted by Faust. 
What is not indicated in Blyth’s report is the 
extent to which outside contributions each 
year add to the endowment. It is clear that 
endowment provides a considerable fraction 
of Harvard’s expenditures (my recollection 
is 38 percent). These funds make possible 
need-blind admission and the wherewithal 
to attract and maintain a world-class faculty.

It remains to be seen if alumni 25 to 50 
years from now will continue to contrib-
ute as generously as they have in the past 
to make up the deficit. What is to be done? 
Recently I visited Stanford. My understand-

ing is that business arrangements with en-
trepreneurially successful former students 
there are contributing significantly. Is Har-
vard encouraging similar funds?

Stephen J. Seligman ’52
Briarcliff Manor, N.Y.

tHE CLASSICS, CONtINUED
Re:  The editor’s comment (July-August, 
page 74): “We doubt that that many read-
ers know Greek!” Don’t  underestimate your 
audience. I’m sure any self-respecting Har-
vard graduate who majored in classics—that 
is, a true major in both classical languages—
knows Greek. There are hundreds out there.

John Lubin,  A.M. ’89  
Lexington, Mass.

Editor’s note: Some of our best friends were 
classics majors. Surely, hundreds—but we 
circulate a quarter-million copies bimonthly.

AMPLIFICAtION
“the outsiders’ insider”  (July-August, 
page 46) quoted Black List co-founder Dino 
Sijamic. Recently, he changed his name le-
gally to Dino Simone.

LEttERS (continued from page 6)

SPEAK UP, PLEASE
Har vard Magazine welcomes letters 
on its contents. Please write to “Let-
ters,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware Street, 
Cambridge 02138, send comments by e-
mail to your turn@har  vard.edu, use our 
website, www.harvard maga zine. com, 
or fax us at 617-495-0324. Letters may 
be edited to fit the available space. 
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