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A letter from Boston: Don's sabbatical

Global warming is playing tricks with
weather all over the world. Here in
Boston, where there is usually a lot of
snow, we've had relatively little snow
while further south, in Washington for
example, the government was shut
down because of very deep snhow.
Temperatures however have been very
low. It is common that the temperatures
never get above -5 during the day, and
go down to -10 or so at night.

Sometimes people talk about the
weather because there is nothing else
to talk about. Not so in Boston. There is
a lot to talk about and a lot to do. First,
Boston and nearby towns are home to
many large and very prestigious
universities such as Harvard, MIT,
Boston University, Brandeis University,
Tufts University, Boston College, and
Wellesley College. The universities
spawn sophisticated high tech and
biological industries, art exhibitions and music
concerts, theater, and a thriving Jewish community.
There is so much going on that one could easily
spend a sabbatical year just taking advantage of all
that Boston has to offer outside of science.

I have the good fortune to be spending the year
at Harvard Medical School. Like all top medical
schools in the States, Harvard’'s Medical School has
a huge research division that does not necessarily
have anything to do directly with medicine. The
research labs are full of students and post-docs
(mostly post-docs) working on a large variety of
topics. | am being hosted by Prof. Kevin Struhl who
has contributed extensively to understanding how

chromatin is transcribed into RNA. Each of the 15 or
so people in the lab is working on his or her own
project. The atmosphere in the lab is very subdued.
It is quiet, with few people talking. Some people
wear earphones and listen to their own music while
working. Once a week there is a group meeting
where everyone presents his or her progress since
the last time they presented.

I am enjoying working at the bench — something |
don't have time to do at Bar-llan. The principal effort
in my lab at Bar-llan is to understand how the two
meters or so of DNA in a cell is compacted so that it
is both very tightly wrapped in a nucleus and also
accessible to the transcriptional machinery. Here at
Harvard, | have been working on
an in-vitro chromatin system in
which | am recreating the
compaction that occurs in a cell
nucleus. Using this system we
will be able to rebuild the
chromatin with and without some
of its components, testing how
B# those components are involved in
"% the packing of the DNA.

Well, it's time to go home so
I'll put on my sweater, my coat,
. my gloves, my boots, my hat, my

scarf and my ear muffs. Brrr.
Maybe I'll go to a concert, to a
play, or to a shiur at the
synagogue! Or...maybe I'll think
about how | am missing Israel
and my lab at Bar-Ilan.

Dr. Don Katcoff, Feb. 2010








