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Columbus Didn’t have a Radio Either 

Bruce Furie 
July 14, 2020 

I will chime in with my sailing stories.  I have about 50, although none as 
harrowing as Jay’s tale off South Africa.  I could tell you about my engine 
file off the coast of NJ, my loss of power motoring against a 35 kt wind in 
the Cape Cod Canal, the broken back stay beating to windward down 
Buzzard’s Bay, the aborted crossing from Cape May to Block Island at 
night due to heavy seas and safe harbor in Atlantic City, etc.  Instead I will 
tell you of an adventure on my bosses’ boat.  My postdoctal mentor at the 
NIH was Christian B. Anfinsen.  I worked in his lab for several years and 
Chris won the Nobel Prize for showing that the amino acid sequence of a 
protein defined its 3D structure.   He was quite the amateur sailor and went 
out and bought a Mariner 31.  With friends he sailed it from Annapolis to 
Bermuda using a roadmap and a radio direction finder tuned to WABC in 
NY.  No radio, no man overboard strobe, no life raft.  He made several trips 
to Florida when I was there, and he would beg me to be crew because I 
knew what I was doing.  Barbara didn’t allow me to sail with him in the 
ocean.  But two weeks after he won the Nobel Prize, I sailed with him down 
the Chesapeake, through the Dismal Canal, to Beaufort NC.  The ocean 
starts there, and I departed for home.  The next week a Swedish TV crew 
came to the NIH to interview and film Chris.  Since I was the only one who 
knew where he was, I sent them to Thunderbolt Marina in Savannah 
Georgia to find him.  They interviewed him in his skimpy bathing suit on the 
deck of his boat trying to explain protein structure.  This film was counter 
balanced by the other Nobel winner at Rockefeller.  Stanford Moore was 
interviewed in a tuxedo in front of red velvet curtains (he was the first to 
determine the amino acid sequence of a protein, ribonuclease).     
  
Chris was a wonderful guy and in 1973 I agreed to help him sail his boat 
from Annapolis to Woods Hole.  Up Chesapeake Bay, through the 
Chesapeake and Delaware Canal, down Delaware Bay to Cape 
May.  Beautiful weather.  Then a cold front came through on the leg up the 
Jersey Coast.  I was seasick and so was Chris.  He has nylon jib sheets—a 
no-no since they stretch; he had lost his winch handles sometime earlier 
and used a wrench instead;  we tacked back and forth at 90 degrees to the 
wind, making no northly progress despite heavy wind and steep seas.  And 
because he didn’t sail very well, we were hung up a lot—facing directly into 
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the wind with no forward motion. I never sailed with him again, but I still 
have a copy of his log and a copy of his insurance report from the following 
year after I had moved on.  He burned out his engine and his sails were in 
taters and destroyed when he was caught in a hurricane off Flying Pan 
Shoals near North Carolina.  When I challenged him about a radio his 
answer was “Columbus didn’t have a radio.” 
 

More about Chris Anfinsen 

Chris was actually a high risk scientist and practiced his work like he 

sailed.  He always worked on problems that were fundamental and 

extremely difficult—high risk. If someone else could solve an issue, let 

them. He would focus on science that others couldn’t or wouldn’t do.  The 

protein folding problem that he studied for 15 years is classic.  Google 

Anfinsen and you will find tens of articles and lectures on Anfinsen’s 

thermodynamic hypothesis of proteins.  No one quite knew what a protein 

looked like back then. Then came the determination of the amino acid 

sequence, the property that the amino acid sequence encoded the 3D 

structure, the crystallization and determination of the 3D structure at atomic 

resolution, then the chemical synthesis of a protein by gluing amino acid 

together in a chain.   These were world class fundamental advances as 

were understanding DNA and the genetic code.  As was said when the first 

protein myoglobin for which the 3D structure was determined in 1964 (yes, 

we were undergraduates at Princeton), this project was infinitely difficult but 

success infinitely important.  In short Anfinsen was a high risk scientist 

AND sailor.  And he had enormous influence on me to aim high.  By the 

way he was creative, not brilliant.  On the day he won the Nobel, reporters 

asked him whether there was anything in his past that predicted such 

success, he said “Yes, I was a straight C student at Swarthmore.” 
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