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To our younger members:  
You are right to be seriously concerned, these are hard times.  However please know 
that we're glad you are with us.  It will be small comfort to hear me say that 'we've been 
here before', nonetheless it is true that there are some potent lessons to be learned 
from past contractions. Circumstances may dictate what we do, but we retain agency as 
to how we do so.  A race to the bottom is a dangerous and short-sighted one to win. We 
can all use this time to examine our long-term visions for our profession and society, as 
well as our selves.  
 
 
Researchers responding to Corona Virus to speak to our division 
We will have to wait until the end of May to learn the ACS' format for the National 
meeting in August.  However, the division has already lined up excellent speakers.  
Among them are some of the biochemists making decisive progress against Covid-19.  
The Bader award winner, Kevan Schokat, is screening SARS-CoV-2 proteins and the 
human proteins they interact with, to identify targets that could be addressed using 
already-approved drugs.  The keynote speaker of the ACS - infectious diseases 
symposium will be Richard Mackman, one of the inventors of remdesivir.  This is one of 
the drugs with some promise against Covid-19.  In the "RNA-based therapies and 
therapeutics" session, Moderna's chief scientific officer, Melissa Moore will speak.  
Moderna is developing an mRNA-based vaccine against Covid-19. 
 
 
ACS National award winners  
Biological chemistry won numerous National awards again this year. Not all of the 
winners are members of the division, but I list them nonetheless as their awards 
demonstrate the enormous scope and significance of biological chemistry 
 
JoAnne Stubbe won the Priestley Award.  She is a division member and has even 
served as our chair.  Congratulations on an award that is richly deserved.  The Priestly 
award is the highest honour bestowed by the American Chemical Society. Prof. Stubbe 
earned this for her discoveries in novel enzymatic mechanisms, intermediates, 
conformational regulation, long-range radical transfer and more. 
 
Katherine Franz won the ACS award for Encouraging Women into Careers in the 
Chemical Sciences.  She is currently the Chair of the Department of Chemistry at Duke 
University. 
 
Kevan M Shokat won the Alfred Bader Award in Bioinorganic or Bioorganic Chemistry.  
We are thrilled that he elected to give his lecture as part of Biological Chemistry 
programming. Prof. Shokat devises chemical tools and interventions vs. kinases and 
GTPases. 
 



Donald Hilvert won the Ronald Breslow Award for Achievement in Biomimetic 
Chemistry.  He is a division member, and we hope he will be willing to make the trip 
from his institution, the ETH in Zurich, to tell us about his mind-bending findings on 
megaenzymes, enzyme engineering, and protein cages. 
 
Paul Schimmel won the Kathryn C Hach award for entrepreneurial success. This was a 
complete no-brainer given his stellar record. We are delighted that he elected to give his 
lecture as part of Biological Chemistry programming. 
 
Alanna Schepartz won the Ralph F Hirschmann Award in Peptide Chemistry.  She is a 
member of the division but better-known for her crucial role as editor-in-chief of the ACS 
journal Biochemistry. Her work extends from peptides through membranes to imaging 
techniques for visualizing organelle dynamics. 
 
Angela Gronenborn is not a division member, but is well-known to many of us for her 
prolific work using NMR spectroscopy to elucidate the structures and behaviours of 
proteins and their complexes. She won the E. Bright Wilson Award in Spectroscopy. 
 
 
The Gordon Hammes Scholar and Lectureship award winners. 

Every year, our division teams up with the journal Biochemistry to salute an 
established investigator for outstanding contributions in the field of biological chemistry.  
This year's Gordon Hammes Lectureship goes to JoAnne Stubbe. She is eminently 
qualified by her paradigm-shifting research over the years, her service to the journal and 
the division, and her generous mentoring. 

More recently, we have also identified a Gordon Hammes Scholar among the 
younger authors of papers in Biochemistry. Can Araman won this year's award based 
on his first-author paper (Biochemistry 58(6):763-775) in which he demonstrated that 
amyloid formation is stimulated by the presence of citrulline side chains in autoimmune 

 
Prof. JoAnne Stubbe in her element, sharing insights and enthusiasm for the chemistry underlying the 
extraordinary capabilities of life. Photo credit: Chemistry | MIT OpenCourseWare | Free Online 
Course Materials ocw.mit.edu 



epitopes important in the development of multiple sclerosis (MS). The work provides an 
explanation for the correlation between Epstein-Barr virus infection and MS. 

We had a lively discussion about the joys and the future of science.  Stubbe advises 
that the choice of problem is paramount: choose questions that you are passionate 
about and that have general scientific significance.  Given the rapidly changing 
technologies, it is important to identify collaborators and students with complementary 
expertise who are excited to share results.  'Good collaborations make science FUN.' 

New technologies are crucial to advancing understanding. Stubbe noted, for 
example, that there are X-ray structures of enzymes that fail to account for biochemical 
and kinetic data. Early studies using cryo-EM on fatty acid synthases (near and dear to 
Gordon Hammes) and the ribosome (worthy of a Nobel Prize) yielded exciting new 
insights.  Recent advances in data collection and computational analysis combined with 
creative biochemical approaches enable cryo-EM to reveal previously unappreciated 
conformational changes, that participate in catalytic turnover and regulation of complex 
machines.  Similarly, emerging spectroscopic structural methods, such as SS-NMR and 
DNP for characterizing amyloid forms of proteins, have shed light on the progression of 
diseases, as have insights into the way things occur inside cells - vs. in-vitro. 

Stubbe noted that broad reading done in preparation for undergraduate lectures 
stimulated her to exploit cryo-EM and unnatural amino acids in her studies of 
ribonucleotide reductase (e.g. Science 368: 424-427). Similarly, writing a detailed 
manuscript, for example for Biochemistry, provides an opportunity to take stock and 
unify new insights with clues emerging from the work of others.  Araman notes that 
translational understanding provides a touchstone, and reading papers from distinct 
fields provides fresh perspective. Thus, 
critical but broad reading can enable us to 
widen our horizons and do better science. 

Our emerging young scientists have many 
more tools at their disposal, but much more 
to wrap their brains around. We noted the 
different emphases placed on foundational 
education, in different countries, and the 
tradeoffs these embody. Each of us 
recounted the value of a solid base 
conferring genuine understanding. However, 
Araman encouraged us to open our minds to 
the value of incorporating artificial 
intelligence into our problem-solving kit, 
noting its capacity to proceed without bias 
and fully exploit vast amounts of information 
that humans may find overwhelming.  

This is a phenomenally exciting time to be a biological chemist.  Covid-19 presents 
an impetus to demonstrate to our societies the value of science. But we should keep a 
larger perspective in mind. Among ourselves, we need to balance commitments to basic 
and translational science, better recognize the value of collaborative contributions, and 
even rethink our definitions of 'success'. Let us remember that it is a rare privilege, to be 
paid to think and pursue a passion.   

I am excited to wake up each day with a goal in mind, or the results of an overnight 
run waiting to be to analyzed. Instead of retreating into silos, we can benefit from 

 
Dr. C. Araman, Hammes Scholar, during 
Dutch Peptide Symposium 2018 in Maastricht 
(Image courtesy C. Araman). 



discussions that challenge our assumptions, expand our view and provide new 
opportunities to do good. We are not entitled to this.  We need to address the fearsome 
challenges of our day and we each have to articulate to our different constituencies the 
value, power and excitement of understanding.  However, I cannot think of a more 
compelling way to spend my time.   
 
 
Three ACS Infectious Diseases winners 
The division is also proud of its collaboration with ACS Infectious Diseases. 
Indeed, given the present situation where human society has reorganized itself in 
response to SARS-CoV-2, the significance of infectious diseases has never been 
clearer.  Nevertheless, the current announcement is a happy one, we are pleased to 
congratulate this year's three winners, below. However we all win, because three rising 
stars as well as a keynote speaker to be named** will speak in a special symposium at 
the National meeting of the ACS in August (hopefully in San Francisco).  Whether in-
person or on line, please join us. 
 
Luiz Pedro de Carvalho of the The Francis Crick Institute is studying metabolic 
pathways of Mycobacterium tuberculosis including notes at which the pathogen's 
metabolism is connected to that of the host, for example at nutrient uptake points. His 
group is taking on mis-annotation and non-annotation of M. tuberculosis genes using 
mass spectrometry-based metabolic profiling. Integrating a suite of transcriptomic, 
proteomic and metabolic profiling methods, the groups is also elucidating mechanisms 
of antibiotic action and organism resistance. 
For more, see https://www.crick.ac.uk/research/labs/luiz-pedro-carvalho/areas-of-
interest 
 
Rushika Perera of Colorado State University is studying pathogens that access their 
hosts via insects and ticks, in particular flaviviruses. Flaviviruses modify the host 
metabolome and cause formation of specialized membrane structures that in turn 
enable viral genome replication, assembly and exit.  Therefore the Perera team is 
targeting metabolic control points that may provide opportunities to intervene in the 
infection, or may provide means of blocking transmission from mosquitoes to humans. 
Once again, cutting-edge mass spectrometry is key to deciphering metabolic changes in 
the insect midgut upon viral infection. 
For more, see http://csu-cvmbs.colostate.edu/academics/mip/research/Pages/rushika-
perera-viral-pathogenesis-cellular-metabolism.aspx 
 
Cesar de la Fuente of the University of Pennsylvania is a researcher in 'machine 
biology': engineering biological systems to tackle global health challenges. Small 
polypeptides are being designed computationally to self-assemble and partition into 
membranes, or to interfere with processes essential for bacterial infection.  The group is 
also working towards intentional manipulation of the gut microbiome. This has 
ramifications for nutrition and immunity, but also for the status of the brain. Moreover 
they are engineering microbes able to synthesize therapeutics, in a way that is 
responsive to need. 
For more, see https://delafuentelab.seas.upenn.edu/ 
 



Newly elected to the National Academy of Science 
Congratulations to: 
Yifan Cheng, investigator, Howard Hughes Medical Institute; and professor, department 
of biochemistry and biophysics, University of California, San Francisco, 
 
Suzanne Walker professor of microbiology and immunobiology, Harvard Medical 
School, Boston. 
 
 
Nominate a colleague: 
Please consider nominating a deserving colleague for one of the Division's awards.  
Deadlines for the Pfizer and Lilly awards are coming up (June 15!).  See 
http://www.divbiolchem.org/awards/nominations/ 
 
 
Spring 2020 DBC badge design winner 
You may still be mourning the spring National 
meeting that never was. However we have a 
saved at least a small piece of the fun. The 
spring meeting badge! We had intended that all 
DBC members in attendance would have had the 
opportunity to obtain the badge (shown at right).  
We have not finalized an occasion to roll it out, 
however we will take the current opportunity to 
celebrate its designer. 
 
Jessica Rose McCombs is a senior graduate 
student in the pharmaceutical sciences program 
at the University of Utah. It is clear from 
conversation that she has gotten a lot out of 
each of her professional steps, from synthetic chemistry as an undergraduate at the 
University of Utah, polymer chemistry as a masters student at M.I.T. and now drug-
antibody conjugates at the interface between chemistry and macromolecular 
engineering, back at the University of Utah.  

What are some difficulties you had to rise above in your path to your current position, 
and how have these experiences have made you stronger or wiser? When she started 
as an undergraduate researcher, Jessica poured herself into the work.  She credits her 
advisor for a supportive experience, and she recounts the sense of community and 
belonging that came along with an ACS Scholarship she won.  Her stint in the doctoral 
program at M.I.T. was a time of reckoning. The upshot was that she learned to chart her 
own course. While leaving with a Masters' degree could be equated with failure, 
Jessica's father counselled that she should hear out each of her committee members 
and be open to their advice. By separating the personal setback from the professional 
lessons, she was able to see the wisdom and opportunities in an event that might have 
soured other people. Instead, McCombs took up a new interest and reinvented herself 
with the confidence of self-knowledge.  She regrets that scientists in training are 
sometimes evaluated on a very narrow definition of success, by not only their 
institutions but even by themselves.   

 
J. McCombs, the spring 2020 design 
winner.  (Image courtesy J. McCombs). 



McCombs advises that graduate students should be wary of pressures to simply work 
harder, and learn to care for their mental health.  Researchers who maintain healthy 
relationships and interests outside the lab benefit from resilience and perspective that 
enable them to remain creative and intelligent in the face of daunting challenges.  A 
healthy workplace culture can produce better science, by enabling scientists to work 
together in synergistic teams.  Nurturing such a culture is not easy, and it is rarely 
taught.  To learn such soft skills, as well as ethics, policy, business practice and more, 
McCombs recommends that scientist can take on leadership roles in professional 
organizations, and the organizations implicit in their wider lives. She has served as vice 
president of the black graduate student association at the University of Utah, and does 
the administration for the band she plays in. 

What are some things you are excited about growing into? McCombs derives great 
satisfaction in mentoring undergraduates, and in advocating on behalf of minorities and 
indigenous peoples.  She is the first to note that this is a process, but a challenge she is 
taking on for her own long-term benefit. 

What do you find satisfying about your position? McCombs loves trying new things. 
As a chemist working in a biomedical group, she is 
not afraid to ask the crucial 'outsider questions' 
that people immersed in a field may fail to see.  
She combines a passion for rigorous molecular 
science, with excitement regarding the new 
technologies that make it possible to design 
enzymes with desired properties, and more. So 
maybe we should not be surprised that she 
whipped up the badge design while sitting in a 
chemistry lecture. Although her professional 
journey has taken her from organic synthesis 
through flow cytometry, her ability to flourish draws 
deep and diverse roots.  Our spring 2020 badge 
stems from one of these: her mother is a graphic 
artist. 
 
 
Bandana Design contest. 
We all need something to look forward to. Therefore, the division is moving ahead with 
a design contest for the August National meeting, currently planned for San Francisco.  
We are eager to see one-another in person again, but as scientists we also know that 
how we do things is as important as what we do. We will want to cover our faces.  

Bandanas can serve as a face masks1.  However they have many other uses as well. 
Thus they offer the promise of outliving the current crisis, and going for a hike with 
friends. They are fun! Therefore ...  
the DBC is holding a bandana design contest.  The winning design(s) will be adapted 
and distributed to attendees at the San Francisco meeting so that we can interact safely 
while also celebrating the excitement of biological chemistry!   

 
1 Combine your bandana with a 6 in length of nylon stocking for improved fit to your face - see on line. 
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/04/22/840146830/adding-a-nylon-stocking-layer-could-
boost-protection-from-cloth-masks-study-find 

Spring 2020 badge based on the 
winning design by Jessica Rose 
McCombs.   



Contest Rules: 
• We intend that the bandana will be 56 cm x 56 cm 

(22 in. x 22 in.). 
• Designs can use up to three colours on a solid 

background color or white. 
• Pathways, mechanisms, organelles and more are 

welcome. A smaller image can be repeated to fill the 
space.  Ideas and tips can be found on line.2 

• Designs should celebrate science in the sphere of 
the Division of Biological Chemistry, and include 'DBC' 
with some prominence. 

• Designs will be disqualified by inclusion of any 
derogatory content.   

• Submitted designs become the property of the 
division for adaptation and modification as needed for the 
current bandana initiative, as well as possible future use.   

• Winning designer(s) will receive credit in the division newsletter, the option of a 
member profile interview and 5 free bandanas at the next in-person National meeting.   

• Send an image that is 300 dpi or higher as a tiff or other high-quality image file. 
Winners may be asked to provide a source file (e.g. chemdraw or ai). 

• Please send a version with the background colour you prefer but also provide 
one with no background or 'transparent background'.  

• Please send to afmill3r2@gmail.com, include 'bandana design' in the subject line 
and include your full name as well as preferred email address.  

• Deadline for receipt is midnight on June 15 (2020). 
 
 
Exercising your civil rights and responsibilities 
Many scientists have been appalled at some of the missteps and misinformation that 
has gained currency in the last couple of weeks, and years.  Our professional positions 
as employees of state universities or large corporations impose limitations on what we 
can say publicly. However as citizens, we can have a voice. In case you would like to 
lend your voice to an effort or two, I provide links to some petitions underway by 
members and friends. Any participation is completely optional and your own private 
decision. The Division is not officially endorsing any partisan effort or position. Moreover 
if you choose to participate you should be sure to do so only with personal contact 
information, rather than professional or institutional affiliation. However you may be 
interested to about these community efforts underway. (Note that petitions are required 
to collect certain information about signors.) 
 
https://www.acs.org/content/acs/en/policy/memberadvocacy/issues.html#/takeaction/ 
 
Also visit:  
https://bit.ly/2V75cVh 

 
2 https://www.bandanasonline.com/the-imperfect-bandana/ 
https://www.planetapparel.com/custom-screen-printing/custom-bandanas,   https://bandanaprints.com 

 
You can surely do better than this. 
Don't let a flavin design win, submit 
one yourself. 



 
 
Pacifichem  
If August feels a little too soon to be boarding a plane and attending a large National 
meeting, how about Pacifichem in December?   
Abstracts are being accepted through 1 June. Look at the symposia being planned, at: 
https://pacifichem.org/technical-program/2020-approved-symposia/ 
 
 
Be part of the solution 
The division is always looking for energetic public-minded volunteers to serve in its 
various roles.  I have to warn that the officers we have right now are so good, that you 
will have high standards to meet.  However it is a fun and inspiring group to work with, I 
have learned a lot.  We are seeking nominations for the following positions, this fall.  
Please suggest excellent colleagues or volunteer yourself.  To do so, please send the 
person's name, contact information and any preferences as to the office (s)he would like 
to hold, to the Nominating Committee Chair Sarah Michel smichel@rx.umaryland.edu.  
 
Chair-elect (2-year term) 
Nominating Committee member (3 years, chair for 2023) 
Councilors (3-year term) 
Alternate Councillors (3-year term) 
 
 
Supporting our own award 
Liz Hedstrom and Christy Chow have been hard at work establishing a new support 
mechanism for one of our long-standing awards. What used to be the Repligen award 
will henceforth be the Abeles and Jencks Award.  Please help us establish an 
endowment for this award to secure its continuation.  There is no minimum amount, we 
will be grateful for anything you can afford. Using Zelle, anyone with a compatible 
account (Chase, Bank of America, etc.) can now send money by simply entering our 
email address (divbiolchem@gmail.com), recipient name (American Chemical Society), 
and dollar amount (please put 'Abeles and Jencks' in the memo line). 
Questions may be addressed to our treasurer: cchow@wayne.edu 
 
 
The Abeles and Jencks Award for the Chemistry of Biological Processes 
Liz Hedstrom and Christy Chow have been hard at work establishing a new support 
mechanism for one of our long-standing awards. 
Please help us, as we endow an award honoring Profs. Abeles and Jencks and built on 
the strong foundation of the erstwhile Repligen Award. 
No donation is too small, we will be grateful for anything you can afford. 
 
Award Statement: 
Nominees shall have made outstanding contributions to the understanding of the 
chemistry of biological processes with particular emphasis on structure, function and 
mechanism. 
There is no restriction on age. 



A list of past recipients is here ( http://www.divbiolchem.org/content/repligenawardees1.pdf ).  
Prior to 2019 this award was generously sponsored by Repligen. 
 
Many ways to donate: 
Anyone with a compatible account (Chase, Bank of America, etc) can send money via 
Zelle by simply entering our email address (divbiolchem@gmail.com), recipient name 
(American Chemical Society), and the dollar amount. (Please put ‘Abeles and Jencks’ in 
the memo line.)  Alternatively, you can donate to the award using PayPal (note: the 
5.9% service fee will be covered by the division), or credit card. If you prefer to pay by 
check or other methods, please contact Christine Chow: cchow@wayne.edu. 
 
 
Wrapping up ↑ 
Countless studies adjure us to identify at least one cause for gratitude each day. Here is 
one from a division member, to a teacher.  Thank you for taking time to write. 
 
"This is my DBC shout out to my teacher. I was new to this whole new school thing. 
Scared as I was without any confidence and it was like a whole new world for me. I was 
poor in academics and in everything. She was my inspiration as she was there in every 
step of my way. I became better and a good student. It has been ages since I last saw 
her after the completion of my school but she is one of those people who I will 
remember till the end. This is my thanks to her from the bottom of my heart for making 
me the person I am today. We need these kind of teachers who inspire us to become a 
better person and a good student." 
        J. Chandola, Uttarakhand, India 


