
 

Introduction 

Hull Court sits at the top of the university’s main quad and is home to several biological 

sciences departments. Here, at the Pondside, is where we find the Ecology and Evolution, a 

relatively young department, dating back to 1989. Despite this young age, E&E (as it is often 

called) has a very rich, deep history reaching back to the very beginnings of the University of 

Chicago. 

 

As extensive as the department’s history is, very little has been documented by the 

university, save an administrative History of the Biology Department from 1981 and Horatio 

Hackett Newman’s History of the Department of Zoology in the University of Chicago (1938, 

1948). Externally, the department and its predecessors are mentioned in several books about the 

field, among them William Provine’s 1986 biography of Sewell Wright; Rainger, Benson, and 

Maienschein’s The American Development of Biology (1991); and Gregg Mitman’s 1992 history 

of the Chicago School of Ecology, The State of Nature. There is also an academic pedigree 

including some E&E faculty and graduates on academictree.org; an alumni list on the 

department’s website; and several collections from the 20th century in the University Archives, 

including a two-volume oral history with Thomas Park. However, there is a significant lack of 

information since the middle 20th century and none of the existing information provides a 

thorough exploration of E&E’s history. As a result, my 125th Fellowship with Ecology and 

Evolution focused on documenting the faculty legacy of the department from the founding of the 

university. The following report describes the process I undertook in my work for E&E. 

 

Participants and Procedures 

To begin the project, I met with the Department Chair, Joy Bergelson, and the Project 

Coordinator, Antoine Jones. Upon learning that the department needed to know its legacy, we 

decided that the deliverables from the Fellowship would be the database, plus this narrative. 

However, I also discovered that I would need to develop some visualization of the data to create 

this narrative, so a network analysis flow chart was also included. 

 

My research began with interviews of some of the longest standing faculty members, in 

addition to notable former faculty. Interviews of current faculty included: 

• Manyuan Long; 

• Martin Kreitman; 

• Joy Bergelson; 

• Manfred Ruddat; and 

• Chung-I Wu. 

 

Interviews of former faculty included: 

• Brian Charlesworth; 

• Richard Lewontin; and 

• Michael Wade 

 

I also interviewed Alison Anastasio, who served as the Manager of Graduate Research, 

Education, and Outreach after earning her PhD from the department. 

  

My focus shifted to working with archival data when the University Registrar opened up 



 

its archival site to our Fellowship. This archive proved to be the most valuable source of data due 

to the extensive history of the department. Although I continued conducting interviews, I also 

collected photographs of faculty listings from the university registers and announcements from 

academic years 1893-1894 to 1990-1991. I then transcribed the photo data into an Excel 

workbook, which I cross-referenced and combined with information from Provost’s faculty 

database. I also created a pivot table of all the faculty data, in addition to two smaller tables 

highlighting faculty members with multiple appointments over the years. The Department of 

Ecology and Evolution then reviewed the spreadsheet data to narrow down faculty members 

relevant to the development of the department. They also reviewed drafts of this narrative, 

making suggestions for edits. 

 

Interviews 

One thing I’ve learned as a 125th Fellow: don't ever let anybody tell you scientists don't 

like to talk much! To the contrary, the faculty I interviewed from Ecology and Evolution have 

been more than eager to share stories about their work, their colleagues’ work, their memories, 

and their hopes for E&E’s future. Oftentimes, I could hardly keep up with my interviewees. In 

addition to gaining a great wealth of historical data for the fellowship, I also found it amazing to 

sit and converse with professors who generated work that I learned about in my high school 

International Baccalaureate biology class. While the latter may seem a bit trivial, being able to 

make connections with the science ultimately proved to be quite helpful in connecting the 

historical dots for this project. 

 

Aside from providing information on the history of scholarship that originated in Ecology 

and Evolution, my interviews with faculty proved to be critical to deciphering department 

changes. A prime example of this was my interview with E&E’s first Department Chair, Brian 

Charlesworth. This interview resulted in two major revelations: (1) The fact that E&E became its 

own department as a result of the development of the Department of Molecular Genetics and 

Cell Biology, leading the faculty who remained in Biology to realize they needed a department 

name that more accurately reflected their scholarship and teaching. Faculty interviews also 

highlighted the contributions of Stevan Arnold and Russell Lande to facilitating this change. (2) 

Narrowing down the formation date for Ecology and Evolution to 1988, which is when the 

department submitted its name change proposal to the university. This latter piece of information 

was crucial to establishing a stopping point for collecting data in the archives.  

 

As enjoyable and informative as the interviews were, there were also some sad points. 

Per every interviewee’s account, Thomas Nagylaki and Janice Spofford would have the greatest 

amount of knowledge on the history of the department. Unfortunately, I was not able to get in 

touch with either of these professors. Future efforts to continue this work should certainly 

include their voices. 

 

Archives 

After the interviews, working in the archives was my favorite aspect of the Fellowship. In 

fact, combining the two methods proved to be invaluable. The interviews helped me know what 

to look out for in the archives, while the data I collected from the archives helped guide my 

conversations during the interviews.  

 



 

Although it was a little tricky conducting interviews at the same time as the archival 

research, this approach is probably best, particularly in situations where one has limited time to 

access the archives. If I received new clues during an interview, I could simply look for the 

corresponding data during my next trip to the archives. Also, when I discovered information in 

the archives that needed further exploration, I could send follow up emails to interviewees, as 

needed. 

 

By far, the most challenging aspect of conducting the archival research was determining 

what data to collect. Although Ecology and Evolution is a fairly new department, with just 26 

years in existence, the department’s history reaches much farther back. As such, it was necessary 

to ensuring proper data collection for nearly 100 years of data. Furthermore, this data was spread 

across seven departments and the Hull Laboratories, in addition to two departments, one 

program, and five committees that ultimately did not need to be included in the initial data 

review.  

 

Since the purpose of this project was to determine which parts of the university’s history 

fed into the development of E&E, there was very little direction regarding which departments to 

include or exclude. Thus, my goal for the project was to keep track of departmental changes and 

additions throughout the university’s entire history. A major breakthrough came through a bit of 

unavoidable eavesdropping on the part of John Plampin. Upon hearing me discuss a point of 

confusion with the archival data, John clarified an important aspect of the university’s history: 

the Biological Sciences Division was not officially created until the 1930s.  

 

As such, the process was not without its errors. For example, once the archive site was 

ostensibly closed, I began entering the data into a spreadsheet. This was my mistake, as I should 

have begun entering data as soon as possible, preferably on a daily basis. As is possible with a 

project of this scale, I discovered that I was missing the final three years data for Botany and 

Zoology, partly due to changes in the Announcements publication. Had I been entering data all 

the while, I would have discovered this omission. I tried to gather the data through other means 

but it was going to take weeks to get the information. Fortunately, the Project Coordinator had 

the foresight to reserve permission to return to the University Registrar for situations such as this. 

 

Faculty Database 

Once the archival data was collected, I created a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, 

documenting faculty names, date they first appeared in the archives, dates they chaired the 

department (as applicable), and any important notes. This data was supplemented with 

information we received from the Provost’s database of faculty. I found quite a few 

inconsistencies between the archival dates and the Provost’s dates, mainly that the Provost often 

recorded earlier start dates than the archives. Since the data from the Provost’s office is the more 

official record, I defaulted to those dates.  

 

However, partway through my data entry process, I realized that it might make more 

sense, to track when faculty members first appeared in particular departments, rather than 

tracking their start dates per se. This would leave gaps for those entries that only come from the 

Provost's data, although there are also gaps in the archival data. It ultimately became a matter of 

determining where the gaps are least problematic. Given the large set of data, it was more 



 

sensible to revisit the dates after paring down the list, so I decided not to go back and make any 

changes until Ecology and Evolution had the opportunity to review the data. 

 

In the meantime, I took this opportunity to learn how to make a pivot table in Microsoft 

Excel. This proved to be a useful tool, as it enabled me to see & clean most of the data 

inconsistencies (e.g., not putting periods after initials, some names were first-only, versus first 

and middle, etc.), as well as visualizing which faculty members have served in multiple 

departments over the years. This latter point is essential to understanding the development of 

Ecology and Evolution, as we can better trace the department’s genealogy. For the first round, 

there were a few inconsistencies remaining, due to unclear archive data (i.e., several years of not 

printing first names in the lists of faculty). This was updated pending E&E’s assessment of 

faculty to include or exclude. 

 

Results 

The first cut of data yielded 300 professors, of whom 63 held more than one appointment 

during their time here, including 15 who held appointments to the Hull Biological Laboratories. 

Using the pivot table, I was able to conduct a network analysis of the seven departments and Hull 

Laboratories. The first cut 

of data was submitted to 

Dr. Joy Bergelson, Chair 

of E&E, to eliminate 

professors without 

traceable ties to the 

department. The final cut 

yielded 110 professors, 

37 of whom held more 

than one appointment 

during their time here, 

including seven 

appointments to the Hull 

Laboratories. 

 

 

 
Department 

Overlap 
Bacteriology & 
Microbiology 

Biology Botany E&E Zoology Hull Bio Labs MGCB BPTB 

Bacteriology & 
Microbiology 

– 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Biology 0 – 6 21 7 0 0 4 

Botany 0 6 – 4 0 4 0 0 

Ecology & Evolution 0 21 4 – 3 0 1 2 

Zoology 0 7 0 3 – 2 0 1 

Hull Biology Labs 1 0 4 0 2 – 0 0 

Molecular 
Genetics/Cell Bio 

0 0 0 1 0 0 – 1 

Biophysics & 
Theoretical Bio 

0 4 0 2 1 0 1 – 

Figure 1. Department Overlap. 



 

 Figure 2 visualizes the historical progression from the founding of the university to the 

development of Ecology and Evolution. This graphic only represents departments that are related 

to the study of Ecology and Evolution. For example, the Department of Biochemistry and 

Molecular Biology 

also originated in 

Biology but is not 

represented here. The 

Departments of Botany 

and Zoology date back 

to the beginnings of 

the university, 

remaining in place 

even through when the 

Divisions were 

established in the 

1930s. In keeping with 

practices of 

universities across the 

country, Zoology and 

Botany were combined 

to form the 

Department of Biology 

in 1969. This new 

department lasted until 1989, when Ecology and Evolution was established following the 

establishment of the Departments of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology and Molecular 

Genetics and Cell Biology. 

 

Fellow’s Reflection 

I spent a lot of time reflecting on this research process throughout the Fellowship. This 

reflection resulted in a number of realizations about conducting research, both for the Fellowship 

and in my own work.  

 

Regarding the Fellowship, I realized how critical it was to have a thorough understanding 

of the range of faculty appointments. For example, one day I learned –in an unrelated setting– 

that there is such a thing as a “non-academic faculty appointment”. Through that discussion, I 

realized that there are quite a few people included in this project who had non-academic 

appointments. It would be an interesting project to explore those people and their career 

trajectories. 

 

With respect to working in tandem with others, the 125th Fellows were also important to 

my own research. Although our data collection efforts often varied, the other Fellows discovered 

and alerted the team to potential “traps” in the archives. We also supported each other in the data 

collection process, which was critical to completing the project on time. They also shared 

information they uncovered in their research that proved helpful to my own. We all worked 

together on problem-solving and general ideation. The Project Coordinator was also a key 

support in my own data collection and analysis, as he was able to provide some understanding of 

Figure 2. Visual History of Ecology & Evolution. 
*“Bacteriology” refers to Hygiene & Bacteriology, later named Bacteriology & 

Parasitology. This department ultimately became Microbiology. 
**Only one of these 11 faculty members retained an appointment in the original 

Department of Biology, later renamed Ecology and Evolution. 



 

higher education administration and historical context of the university that helped me sort 

through my data. 

 

As to data collection and analysis, transcribing the archives showed me the value of 

hiring research assistants for data entry and transcription. Though the saying, “Two sets of eyes 

are better than one,” may be cliché, it is most certainly true. When one spends an intensive 

amount of time on data entry and transcription, it can be easy to make mistakes.  

 

Lastly, and perhaps most unexpectedly, participating in the 125th Fellowship has helped 

me realize a great sense of pride in the University of Chicago. It’s one thing to know that your 

university is world-renowned but it is a very different experience to uncover and document the 

history behind that acclaim. It made me quite proud to talk with legends in the field of Ecology 

and Evolution, knowing that they work right here at my own institution. 

 

The 125th Fellowship is a great opportunity for students to delve into what makes our 

university what it is but it is only the beginning. There is much potential for further exploration, 

particularly with the Department of Ecology and Evolution. This report only touches the surface 

of the data I have collected and there remains much more data to be collected and analyzed. As 

Professor Manyuan Long discussed in his interview, there is potential for a book to be written, 

specifically on the history and accomplishments of this department. I am honored to have 

hopefully begun that process. 


