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ALL
AROUND US

Princess sculptors? 
Origami pteranodons? 

One of Montreal’s most eclectic 
art collections can be found 

on McGill’s downtown campus

ART

Probing the
mysteries of pain

Is your kid telling 
you the truth?
(Maybe not)

McGill : Berceau
de la relève littéraire
québécoise
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for members of the McGill Alumni Association

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

I
  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

oup home and auto insuranceGr

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

oup home and auto insurance

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

oup home and auto insurance

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

oup home and auto insurance

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

sa

be complica

of the M

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

As a member of the t need to be complicated. 

for members of the McGill Alumni Association

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

for members of the McGill Alumni Association

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

at suits your n

hrough prefer

nsurance Mel
 you deserve – and receive – special careion,

be complica

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

1the level of protection that suits your needs.

First, you enjoy savings through preferred group rates. 

TD Insurance Meloche Monnex. 
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TD Insurance Meloche Monnex our goal is to make insurance easy for you to 

Third, you receive outstanding service. 

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

TD Insurance Meloche Monnex our goal is to make insurance easy for you to 

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

e pncarusnI

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

dendemmocem rargopr

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

yd b

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

.mewww

1 86
M

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

ennoemchol.me

1 866 352 6187
m., 8 ayyaidro Fy tando

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

lligmc/mocxe

1 866 352 6187
.m.o 8 p. t

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

tation fees) and a $3,000 gas voucherand transpor
No purchase required. Contest ends on Januar*

tain conditions and restrictions may applyCer1
Due to provincial legislation, our auto insurance program is not offered in British Columbia, Manitoba or Saskatchewan.

Meloche Monnex Financial Ser
auto insurance program. The program is distributed by Meloche Monnex Insurance and Financial Ser
TD Insurance Meloche Monnex is the trade name of SECURITY NA

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

. Odds of winning dependnd a $3,000 gas voucherr.
otal value of eacy 14, 2011. TToNo purchase required. Contest ends on Januar

rictions may applytain conditions and restrictions may apply.
Due to provincial legislation, our auto insurance program is not offered in British Columbia, Manitoba or Saskatchewan.

vices Inc. in the rest of Canada.Meloche Monnex Financial Ser
auto insurance program. The program is distributed by Meloche Monnex Insurance and Financial Ser
TD Insurance Meloche Monnex is the trade name of SECURITY NA

.mewww

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

. Odds of winning depend on the number of eligible entries received. Skill-testing question required. Contest organized jointly
otal value of each prize is $30,000 which includes the Honda Insight EX (excluding applicable taxes, preparation 

Due to provincial legislation, our auto insurance program is not offered in British Columbia, Manitoba or Saskatchewan.

vices Inc. in the rest of Canada.
vices Inc. in Quebec and by auto insurance program. The program is distributed by Meloche Monnex Insurance and Financial Ser

ANY which also underTIONAL INSURANCE COMPY NAAT

ennoemchol.me

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

. Odds of winning depend on the number of eligible entries received. Skill-testing question required. Contest organized jointly
otal value of each prize is $30,000 which includes the Honda Insight EX (excluding applicable taxes, preparation 

vices Inc. in Quebec and by 
writes the home and ANY which also under

lligmc/moc.xe

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

. Odds of winning depend on the number of eligible entries received. Skill-testing question required. Contest organized jointly

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

TD Insurance is a trade-mark of The T
 is a tradeMeloche Monnexx 

Honda is a trade-mark of Honda Canada Inc., who is not a par
Actual prize may differ from picture shown.
with and are entitled to group rates from the organizers. Complete contest r
with Primmum Insurance Company and open to members, employees and other eligible people of all employer and professional and al

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

oronto-Dominion Bank, used under licenrk of The TTo
 is a trade-mark of Meloche Monnex Inc., used under license.

ticipant in or a sponsor of this promotion.Honda is a trade-mark of Honda Canada Inc., who is not a par
Actual prize may differ from picture shown.

ules and eligibility inforwith and are entitled to group rates from the organizers. Complete contest r
with Primmum Insurance Company and open to members, employees and other eligible people of all employer and professional and al

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

oronto-Dominion Bank, used under license.
 is a trade-mark of Meloche Monnex Inc., used under license.

ticipant in or a sponsor of this promotion.

.melochemonnex.com. mation available at wwwules and eligibility infor
with Primmum Insurance Company and open to members, employees and other eligible people of all employer and professional and al

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  

.melochemonnex.com. 
umni groups who have an agreement with Primmum Insurance Company and open to members, employees and other eligible people of all employer and professional and al

  

 

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
  



C O N T E N T S

29

41

24

20

15

11

07An Olympics to Remember
At the 2010 Vancouver Winter Games, McGill alumni and students made
pivotal contributions — on the ice, on the slopes and behind the scenes—
to one of the greatest success stories in Canadian sports history.
BY DA N I E L MCC AB E,  BA’89

National Geographic Put Him on the Map
McGill geographer Bernard Lehner has created a one-of-a-kind map 
of the world’s rivers that offers a wide range of invaluable applications. 
The innovative map recently made its international debut in the 
pages of one of the most popular magazines on the planet.
BY A LLI SON F LYN N

Solving the Pain Puzzle
It’s surprising just how much we don’t know about pain, given the toll it takes on everyone 
at one point or another. McGill has assembled one of the largest and most talented teams of
pain researchers in the world to pursue solutions to the suffering.
BY A N DR EW M U LLI N S

Little Liars
They might look angelic, but young kids are far better at bending the truth than many
parents realize. According to Victoria Talwar, an expert on children and lying, that’s not
necessarily bad— it means they’re developing important cognitive skills. 
BY JOE L YA NOFS K Y,  BA’77,  M A’81

Lettres modernes
Le Département de langue et littérature françaises de McGill s’est considérablement
transformé au fil des ans, surtout depuis la mise en place du programme de création littéraire
il y a 25 ans. Ses diplômés occupent une place de choix sur la scène littéraire québécoise.
PA R J U LI E  FO RT I E R

A Feast for the Eyes
McGill’s downtown campus is known for its visual delights — an oasis of green space amidst
some of the city’s stateliest architecture. It also boasts an impressive array of public art
ranging from Victorian-era classic realism to modern minimalism. 
BY DA N I E L MCC AB E,  BA’89,  A N D CL AU DIO C A LLIG A R I S

Grateful for a Gleeful Gig
Jessalyn Gilsig, BA’93, remembers what it was like to be nervous before auditioning for a
McGill student play. The Glee star recently felt something very similar as she prepared for her
first big musical number on the hottest show on television.
BY DA N I E L MCC AB E,  BA’89
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I imagine everyone who has ever stud-
ied at McGill has his or her own favourite
work of art on campus. Perhaps the Three
Bares fountain was a regular meeting spot
for you and your friends and you’d drink 
in its kitschy charms before trekking 
off to Amelio’s for pizza or to the Peel Pub 
for beer. Or maybe you’d find yourself
admiring the graceful athleticism of 
R. Tait McKenzie’s The Falcon as you 
waited for the other members of your
study group to turn up outside the
McLennan Library. Hopefully, you’ll spot
something you like in this issue’s photo
essay, “A Feast for the Eyes.”

David Covo, BSc(Arch)’71, BArch’74,
an associate professor of architecture and
the head of the visual arts committee
that helps oversee the varied items in
McGill’s collection, has his own faves. 
One of them is Icarus, artist Catherine
Widgery’s steel and wood mobile which
presents its own unique take on the 
classic Greek myth above the heads of
passersby on the ground floor of the
Leacock Building. “It’s a wonderful inter-
pretation of the myth,” says Covo. “It 
constantly reconfigures itself as you walk
towards it, underneath it, or around it.”

Sometimes someone might get a little
too fond of a particular work. Decades
ago, when security measures were, 
perhaps, a little more lax, a painting 
vanished from campus. About a dozen
years ago, it reappeared, wrapped in a
nondescript package that was sent to the
principal’s office. Inside was an anony-
mous note that explained how the work
had been pilfered by a former student.
The note writer, the thief ’s wife, further
explained that she had been hounding
her husband for years to return the work.
Finally, she decided to take matters into
her own hands.

Art might occasionally steer some of
us in the wrong direction, but, thankfully,
it generally reaches out to our nobler
instincts.

W hen I began my undergrad-
uate studies at McGill in 
the mid-eighties, I wasn’t
terribly confident about 

my ability to fit in. My parents hadn’t
gone to university, nor had my grandpar-
ents. In my extended family, I knew 
of only a single cousin who had made 
the leap before me.

I grew up in a largely working-class
neighbourhood where university educa-
tions weren’t the norm and I attended 
a notoriously rough-and-tumble high
school that wasn’t known for being an
academic launching pad (though, in 
fairness, plenty of my former classmates
went on to university). When I once 
mentioned my old high school to a friend
familiar with its unsavoury reputation,
she reacted with the sort of startled gasp
that might have been more appropriate to
discovering that I had once served on a
Kingston Penitentiary chain gang. 

As a callow young Montrealer, I hadn’t
fully grasped McGill’s international
stature until I had attended classes there
for a few weeks (it is distressingly easy to
be blasé about what’s remarkable in your
own home town). Once I did begin to
encounter brainy students from all over
the place who were thrilled to be at
McGill, well, that only made matters
worse. What had I gotten myself into?

In the early going, I spent much of my
time going back and forth between the
Arts and Stephen Leacock buildings
where most of my courses took place. 
So I became quite familiar with pop art 
master Roy Lichtenstein’s Abstraction, 
a tapestry I would encounter frequently
as I made my way from one building to
the other. I had grown up devouring
comic books and Lichtenstein’s famously
comics-influenced style produced a work
of art that provided an oddly comforting
presence as I made my way to my classes.
A little slice of my old life present in my
new surroundings. I’ve had a soft spot 
for it ever since.
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Drawing comfort 
from art
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TALES FROM BACKSTAGE

I was delighted to read Allyson Rowley’s
article in the fall edition of the McGill

News and learn that the University’s 
love affair with the theatre continues 
with all its passion. 

I took all the theatre courses that were
available in the Department of English
between 1946 and 1949 and we did all the
same things that today’s undergraduates
do – we built sets, created costumes, 
wrote plays at breakneck speed and then
produced them in the sanctified
environment of Moyse Hall.

For some reason that I can no longer
remember, all of the teaching staff in the
theatre program came from North
Carolina. (Try taking Lady Macbeth
seriously when she declaims her speeches
with a Southern drawl!)

However, fear and trembling
descended upon us all when a Professor
Duthie joined the English department.
That worthy academic insisted that
while theatrical literature fell within 
the teaching mandate of a university, 
the actual production of plays belonged
in a trade school. Fortunately, as it
turned out, no one in authority heeded
his dictum.

I have been able to carve out a lifetime
career in “show business” but my one 
and only 15 minutes of fame were 
realized in the summer of 1952 while I
was actor/manager of a now long-gone
summer theatre, the Mountain
Playhouse, situated at Beaver Lake on the
top of Mount Royal. A newly-minted
BCom graduate approached and asked for
a job as an actor. As he wanted the then
princely salary of 35 dollars a week, I could
only afford to hire him if he also took on
the job of assistant box-office manager.
William Shatner agreed.

I wish that I were still in Montreal so
that just before the curtain opens on a

new student play, I could echo the age-old
greeting given to all actors, “Break a leg!”

BRUCE RAYMOND, BA’49
Toronto, Ontario

I really enjoy getting my McGill News.
I visited the campus last spring and

had a lovely chat with Professor Myrna
Selkirk, who was at McGill during my time
there in the eighties. Walking through the
Arts Building and Morrice Hall (home of
the Tuesday Night Café Theatre) brought
back so many fond memories of my time
at McGill. Much of what I have achieved in
my life is thanks to the education and the
strong foundation I received at McGill and
the many hours I spent in Moyse Hall,
Players’ Theatre and TNC. Thanks McGill!

JAMES SIMON, BA’85
Artistic Director
George Brown Theatre School
Toronto, Ontario

NOT SO GOOD WITH NUMBERS

I’m sure Céline Galipeau will be surprised
to learn she received a BA in 1982 (pp. 1

and 37), and yet another in 1992 (p. 39)!
Then there is Nobel Prize laureate David
Hubel (p. 3), who earned a PhD in 1946,
before his BSc in 1947? Quite a feat! Just
love your alumni magazine, nevertheless.

ROBIN SWALLOW, 
BCom’92 (I think!)
Ottawa, Ontario

For the record, Ms. Galipeau actually earned
her one and only McGill BA in 1980 
(Rats. We did get the year right when we
mentioned her recent Order of Quebec
appointment in that issue’s Alumnotes
section), while Dr. Hubel didn’t receive a
PhD from McGill at all. He did earn two
degrees here, a BSc’47 and an MDCM’51. I
quadruple-checked this time, just to be sure. 

ANOTHER TRUDEAU SCHOLAR

When I received the Fall-Winter 2009
McGill News, I noticed that three

alumni were identified as having recently
been awarded Trudeau Scholarships. I was
also fortunate enough to be awarded a
Trudeau Scholarship in 2009. I graduated
from McGill with a master’s degree in
geography in 2007 and am now a PhD
candidate in geography at the University

of Western Ontario. I just wanted to
acknowledge the important contribution
that McGill has made to my career.

JEREMY SCHMIDT, MA’07
London, Ontario

In  March, we launched the new
McGill News website. The site will be
featuring almost everything from our
print issues, but it will also include
plenty of online-only content, with
new articles being added each month.
We asked readers for their initial
thoughts on the site. Here are some 
of their responses.

SPLENDID SITE

Great addition! As an old-timer , 
I miss the four-times-a-year

publication schedule, but this is definitely
state-of-the-art. I hope the print edition
continues to come out at least twice a 
year. When I receive it in snail mail, I
reserve a couple of hours to read it from
cover to cover.

THOMAS MCCARTHY, MBA’76
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania

I just took a few minutes to glance over
the new McGill News site, and 

ended up reading all four articles you
highlighted. Great lay-out, great writing,
and exactly the right length.

Well done!
PATRICIA THIEL, BA’92
Vancouver, B.C.

It is a very good way to know the latest
news about my alma mater. 

GYAN CHANDRA SHRIVASTAVA,
PhD’62
Hyderabad, India

PREFERRING PRINT

I did enjoy reading the articles in the
new online version of the McGill News.

However, I must say that I much prefer
reading the McGill News in its original
magazine form. 

CAROL E. GRAHAM, BA’48
Deep River, Ontario

The articles all look very interesting, 
but I would really prefer to read a 

hard copy. Guess that’s my age showing, 
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but you did ask for comments!
JUDY KLINEBERG MENDELSOHN,
BA’60, MDCM’61
Montreal, Quebec

I find reading anything of substance
online somewhat annoying. The

columns and pages do not scan in the
same way and it seems to demand that I
read it immediately, rather than at a
relaxed pace. I am very aware of the impact
of print on the environment, however
part of the joy of reading is holding the
item and feeling the paper and reading in a
comfortable chair instead of being tied to
a computer. If asked, I would not vote for
an online version only.

LINDA STEPHENS, 
DipNursT&SPH’66, BN’67, MSc(A)’87
Pointe-Claire, Quebec

FICTITIOUS AND FASCINATING

I especially enjoyed the online article
about the McGill characters in

literature. I shall make a trip to the library
to check out a few that I haven’t read. 

CARMELLA LORING, BA’58
Duxbury, Massachusetts

Fun article on the “Make-believe
McGillies.”
ROGER JONES, DipMan’79, MBA’82
Thornhill, Ontario

Make-believe McGillies” was a great
article. It was really interesting.

ANNE PURCELL, 
BA’89, BEng’96, MEng’00
Singapore

As a proud McGill graduate, it was
gratifying to see a feature article on

the McGill News site about “Make-believe
McGillies.” Unfortunately, the article only
discusses characters that are purported to
have been McGill alumni, including Marie
St. Jacques, Jason Bourne’s accomplice in
The Bourne Identity. 

One of my favourite novelists, 
Kathy Reichs, who is both a forensic
anthropologist and a writer, mentions
McGill at various points in her novels. The
main character of her novels, Temperance
Brennan (upon whom the TV series
Bones is based), spends her time between
Montreal and North Carolina. 

In Reichs’s second novel (and one of
my favourites), Death du Jour, the McGill
campus is mentioned often. Here, the
heroine Tempe ends up wandering the
halls of McGill’s William and Henry Birks
Building, home to the Faculty of Religious
Studies, consulting with one of the
professors there to solve her case. Her
descriptions of the Birks Building are spot
on, and whenever I’ve read those sections,
I have a tad bit of homesickness for the
beautiful old building where I did my
doctoral work.

DAVID GURETZKI, PhD’06
Caronport, Saskatchewan

WAYNE’S WORLD

I enjoyed reading “The mental work
behind medals,” by Daniel McCabe,

profiling sports psychology consultant
Wayne Halliwell. Mr. Halliwell’s behind-

the-scenes work with Olympic athletes
such as Joannie Rochette, Alexandre
Bilodeau and Jenn Heil is fascinating,
and the article brings it to life.

DON MARSTON, MBA’88
Toronto, Ontario

It’s a great site and easy to navigate.
It was nice to get caught up on Wayne

Halliwell. He and I worked together at
Dawson College in the sixties.

BILL CONROD, MA’70
Ottawa, Ontario

Editor’s note: We want your letters!
We really do enjoy hearing from you, so
please send us your thoughts. From here
on in, one letter writer each issue,
chosen at random, is going to be
rewarded with some swag for their
efforts. Carol E. Graham can expect to
receive copies of some of the books we
spotlighted in our online article, 
“Make-believe McGillies.” (Can anybody
out there think of a particularly nifty
fictitious grad we left off our list?) 
A lucky letter writer next time around
will be getting copies of Cleo Paskal’s
Global Warring and Elizabeth Abbott’s
A History of Marriage —you can learn
more about both books in this 
issue’s Reviews section. Our contact
information appears below. 

Something on your mind? 
Write to us at:
McGill News
1555 Peel Street, Suite 900
Montreal, Quebec  H3A 3L8 
Or send an email to: 
news.alumni@mcgill.ca

Gary Cooper (right) played a McGill graduate 
in The Lives of a Bengal Lancer

“
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T H E  P R I N C I P A L ’ S  P E R S P E C T I V E

McGill has a strong international
reputation – it has ranked in the 
Top 25 universities in the Times
Higher-QS World University
Rankings for the past six years. 
But what makes McGill an 
“international university?” 
We’ve always had a very big international
student population —from more than
160 countries in any one year — and a
very international faculty. And our com-
munity extends to our 200,000 (and
growing) living alumni in virtually every
country in the world. It’s also the sense
that we understand our distinctive abili-
ty to contribute as a research-intensive,
student-centered university, not only
locally, which is important, but according
to the highest international standards.
Our academic plan is written off that,
our recruitment strategies are driven off
that, our measures of our own perform-
ance include this international character.
It’s part of our mission.

You’ve talked about making McGill an
even more international university.
What else do we need to do?
I think we could work towards having
international experience become a hall-

mark of an undergraduate education at
McGill. We already do a lot of that, but
we could do more. Otherwise, I would
say our focus needs to be on nurturing
our international distinctiveness —
maintaining programs that rank with
the very best in the world, continuing 
to attract outstanding students and 
faculty from around the world, and
ensuring that our efforts have the 
greatest impact possible through inter-
national partnerships and networks. 

Can you offer some examples of 
what you mean by international 
networks?
Our professors are already engaged in 
collaborations all over the world. Where
we can add value to this is to say, “Are
there partnerships that we can create
that would give us a strategic lift by 
contributing to the domains we are 
leaders in?” Our neuroscience partner-
ships with Oxford and now Imperial
College London would be one example.
Another is our recent collaboration 
with the Energy and Resources Institute
in India. That partnership helps puts
Quebec right at the heart of climate-
change research.

So we’ll be seeing more of these 
partnerships in the years to come?
In the seventies, we talked about interna-
tionalization being important, but it 
didn’t really affect the way universities
ran or the way economies developed. 
It was at the margins. We are now in the
middle of a globalized world. 

Let’s take global health as an example.
Global health wasn’t as meaningful a
field 30 years ago. Yes, we cared about the
health of people on other continents, but
it was viewed as a social value. But now
what happens in Africa or Asia can affect
us profoundly. So if universities want to
be part of a solution for a positive societal
future, we’ve got to be part of the global-
ization process and help to shape it in
ways that will be constructive.

One of the tremendous assets that
McGill brings to Quebec and Canada, by
having such an international group of
students, professors and alumni, is that
when events happen quickly that require
international mobilization— something
like a disease outbreak, or a tsunami in
Malaysia — we’ve got people in those
places who we can interact with and who
have the expertise and confidence need-
ed to make a difference.

Reaching out 
to the world

In recent months, Principal Heather Munroe-Blum
accompanied Premier Jean Charest to India as part
of a Quebec delegation that explored possible new
partnerships between Quebec and India, and she
travelled to England to sign an official accord between
McGill and Imperial College London that paves the way
for future collaborations in neuroscience. She recently
spoke to McGill News contributor Jake Brennan about
why McGill’s international connections are so crucial.

McGill principal Heather Munroe-Blum and Imperial College
London rector Sir Keith O’Nions sign a partnership agreement
between their two institutions.
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Months later, Canadians are still basking in the glow of
the 2010 Vancouver Games. According to Maclean’s

columnist Andrew Coyne, the Olympics unleashed a
“massive, almost cathartic banshee yell of national pride” 
felt throughout the country. 

Some of the loudest yelling was emanating from McGill.
From the start, members of the McGill community were

instrumental in putting together the Vancouver Games.
Chancellor emeritus RICHARD POUND, BCom’62, BCL’67, 
a longtime mover-and-shaker on the International Olympic
Committee, was a key member of the board of directors 
for the Vancouver Organizing Committee for the Olympics
(VANOC). WARD CHAPIN, BA’75, VANOC’s chief information
officer, had the Herculean task of overseeing the massive
technology infrastructure required to support the biggest
international event on the planet. 

At the opening ceremonies, astronaut JULIE PAYETTE,
BEng’86, DSc’03, was part of a distinguished group of
Canadians (among them, Romeo Dallaire, Anne Murray,
Bobby Orr and Donald Sutherland) who carried the Olympic
flag into B.C. Place, while k.d. lang’s shivers-down-your-spine
rendition of “Hallelujah” (a song by LEONARD COHEN,
BA’55, DLitt’92) won’t soon be forgotten.

McGill management student JENN HEIL earned Canada’s
first medal of the Olympics, a silver in women’s moguls.
Strangely, McGill is sort of responsible for the fact that 
Heil didn’t place first in her event. The gold medalist was
American Hannah Kearney, whose parents, Jill Gass, BEd’79,
and Tom Kearney, MA’79, met at McGill.

Heil wouldn’t be the only McGillian to medal. The Canadian
women’s hockey team captured the gold thanks, in part, 
to the contributions of a formidable McGill Martlets
contingent—goaltenders CHARLINE LABONTÉ (a physical
education student) and KIM ST-PIERRE, BEd’05, blueliner
CATHERINE WARD, BCom’09, and assistant coach PETER
SMITH, BEd’79, MA’86.

And, sometimes, McGill grads played a pivotal role getting
other people to the podium. KOSAR KHWAJA, MDCM’99,
MSc’04, the director of clinical teaching for trauma services at
the McGill University Health Centre, was part of the VANOC
medical team for the Whistler-based events—other members
included GREG BERRY, MDCM’91, PIERRE GUY, MDCM’89,
and TAREK RAZEK, MDCM’93. While tending to various
neck and knee injuries, Khwaja encountered one of the most
memorable athletes of the 2010 Games—Slovenian cross-
country skier Petra Majdic, who, incredibly, placed third in her
event despite puncturing a lung and breaking four ribs.

Above: Jenn Heil receives
congratulations from Prime
Minister Stephen Harper

Right: Mike Babcock wore 
his lucky McGill tie for the 
gold medal game

AN OLYMPICS
TO REMEMBER

Following her race, she sought
treatment.

“She told us she wasn’t
going to miss her medal
ceremony,” says Khwaja. “She could hardly breathe. 
I said, ‘You can’t leave like this.’ She said, ‘I am leaving.’ 
It became a negotiation. We took her to the ceremony 
in an ambulance and, as soon as she got her medal, 
we took her right back in the ambulance.”

While Canadians cheered for all their Olympians at the
Games, there was little doubt about which event mattered
the most. MIKE BABCOCK, BEd’86, coach of the Canadian
men’s hockey team, knew he would have to contend with
second-guessers from coast to coast if his charges faltered.
Babcock’s players won a nail-bitingly close victory over 
their U.S. rivals in the gold medal game, a victory that
established a new Olympic record as Canada became the
first country to win 14 gold medals at a Winter Games.
Babcock wore his not-so-secret weapon at the game—
his lucky red McGill tie, which promptly became a red-hot
fashion accessory and a Facebook and YouTube star. 
(See youtube.com/mcgilluniversity.)

Finally, at the closing ceremonies, WILLIAM SHATNER,
BCom’54, delivered the shout-out of shout-outs, expressing
his pride for his alma mater before an estimated television
audience of a billion or so.

In the words of Montreal Gazette columnist Peggy
Curran, “McGill University owned the [Olympics] podium 
on closing day.” 

Hard to argue with that.
DANIEL MCCABE, BA’89
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Canadian pilot to attack an enemy submarine. Mulock
would also prove to be an effective commanding
officer—he would go on to lead a squadron of pilots 
that claimed 80 aerial victories. 

Payette was the chief astronaut of the Canadian
Space Agency from 2000 to 2007. She has been part 
of two space shuttle missions, serving aboard the
Discovery in 1999 and the Endeavour in 2009, logging
more than 25 total days in space. As an astronaut, she
has supervised a space walk, operated three different
robotic arms and helped complete the construction of
Japan’s KIBO space lab. Since 2003, she has worked at
NASA’s Mission Control Centre as a CAPCOM (spacecraft
communicator) and was the lead CAPCOM for a space
shuttle mission in 2006, overseeing all communications
between Earth-bound NASA personnel and the
astronauts in flight. 

DANIEL MCCABE, BA’89
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Aviation all-stars

He’s had a university, a health centre and several schools
named after him, and the U.S. Postal Service issued 

a stamp in his memory in 1981. But CHARLES DREW,
MDCM’33, received perhaps his most unusual honour yet 
when a 210-metre U.S. Navy ship was christened in his name. 

The USNS Charles Drew was launched in the early morning 
of February 27 at San Diego, after a ceremony honouring Drew,
the African-American medical researcher who helped pioneer
the safe storage and transfusion of blood. The cargo ship will
be used to transport ammunition, food, fuel and other supplies
to U.S. and allied ships at sea.

“At first we were a little puzzled to learn of the honour, 
since my father had no direct connection with the U.S. Navy,”
says Charlene Drew Jarvis, one of Drew’s three daughters. 
“But we realized the armed services in the Second World War
benefited greatly from my father’s work, and so it is indeed
a meaningful nexus.” 

Charles Drew graduated second in his class at McGill while
also excelling in track and field—his athletic exploits earned
him induction into the McGill Sports Hall of Fame. While
working with his mentor, anatomy professor John Beattie, 
Drew began to ask the questions about blood preservation 
that laid the groundwork for his later, pivotal contributions.

In 1940, Drew became the medical director for the U.S.
government’s “Blood for Britain” project, helping to engineer
mass production techniques for the shipment of large

SAILING INTO HISTORY

A pair of high-flying
graduates from very

different eras will soon be
inducted into Canada’s
Aviation Hall of Fame. 
R. H. “RED” MULOCK,
BSc1909, a decorated
fighter pilot during the First
World War, and astronaut
JULIE PAYETTE, BEng’86,
DSc’03, will be added to
the hall on June 10.

Mulock flew for the
Royal Naval Air Service,

becoming the first RNAS pilot to win five aerial battles at a
time when his German opponents had the advantage of more
sophisticated weaponry. Those five victories made Mulock
Canada’s first official flying ace and he also became the first

quantities of blood plasma used to treat wounded civilians and
soldiers in the United Kingdom. Later, while playing a pivotal role
in the creation of the American blood bank system, he fought
against the segregation of blood between white and black donors. 

Drew died in 1950. At the christening ceremony, Jarvis’s elder
sister, Bebe Drew Price (“she was named Bebe after ‘blood bank,’”
says Jarvis) wielded the obligatory champagne bottle.

“She absolutely smashed it!” Jarvis says. “But the most
extraordinary part was seeing the Charles Drew slip into 
San Diego Bay.”

ALLYSON ROWLEY, BA’77



M C G I L L  N E W S � S P R I N G / S U M M E R  2 0 1 0 9

PH
O

TO
S:

 O
W

EN
 E

G
A

N

While pursuing an honours degree in history, with minor
concentrations in political science and economics,

MICHÈLE SMITH was the vice-president of the Classics
Students’ Association, a member of the Golden Key
International Honour Society, an editor for Hirundo, McGill’s
classical studies journal, and one of the organizers of McGill’s
Model United Nations Conference.

“My list of extracurricular activities is quite short compared
to several of my friends at McGill,” she says. “McGill’s campus
community is so active that it’s difficult to not get involved.”

While Smith might downplay her own achievements, the
folks who hand out Rhodes Scholarships were clearly
impressed. A Bermuda native, Smith was named the recipient
of that country’s sole Rhodes Scholarship for 2010.

She is likely to bump into NITHUM THAIN, MSc’09, once
she is at Oxford. Thain, who is currently working towards a
doctoral degree in mathematics at McGill, was chosen as one
of Ontario’s Rhodes recipients this year.

Thain has maintained a perfect 4.0 GPA throughout his
graduate studies at McGill, earning an NSERC Canada Graduate
Scholarship in 2008. A prize-winning fencer during his
undergrad days at Queen’s University, Thain won the Quebec
provincial savate kick-boxing championship in 2008 after 
only one year of training in the sport.

For her part, Smith has earned several McGill
scholarships and the Department of History’s Michael
Silverthorne Book Prize.

Smith will begin her studies in jurisprudence (she plans on
becoming a lawyer) in October at Oxford’s Pembroke College.
Thain, whose current research interests include machine
learning, game theory and epilepsy prediction, will shift gears
at Oxford, pursuing a degree in philosophy and economics.
Thain says he’d “really love to encourage the growth of more
social businesses” like Bangladesh’s Nobel Peace Prize-
winning Grameen Bank.

JIM HYNES AND NEALE MCDEVITT

Whether you call them boomers or zoomers, there’s 
no question that there are plenty of retirement-age

Canadians out there and StatsCan predicts that their
numbers will continue to swell in the foreseeable future.

The McGill Institute for Learning in Retirement—itself a
mere 20 years old—provides a welcome remedy for aging
brain cells: keep learning and share your knowledge.

A self-financing institute within McGill’s Centre for
Continuing Education, the MILR is volunteer-driven with 
only two paid staff members. “It’s a real grassroots
organization,” explains longtime program coordinator
Carolynn Rafman, MA’97.

About 800 mature learners participate in “peer learning”
through small, self-directed MILR study groups. And don’t
call them students—they’re “members.” Teachers are
“moderators” and the board of directors is the “council.”

Year-round, MILR offers all those subjects you always
wanted to study if only you didn’t have a job eating up so
much of your time: literature, art, architecture, opera,
history, film, science, technology and travel. The cost is low
(currently $85/semester), there are no educational
prerequisites, no exams, no grades—and no age limits.

MILR president George Latimer, BCom’53, heads up the
14-person MILR council. “It’s a very interesting group of
people,” he says of MILR members. “And since everything is
volunteer-driven, it’s [about] people stepping forward and
saying, ‘I’d like to lead this study group.’”

For more information, visit www.mcgill.ca/conted/milr or
email milr.conted@mcgill.ca.

ALLYSON ROWLEY, BA’77

Never too old
to learn
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MILR members Linda Miller, Shirley Nadell and Alice Dind



Find us on your favourite  
social media platform
 
Whether you’re a Facebook fan, an avid 
user of LinkedIn, or a proud member of 
the Twitterverse, you’ll find the McGill 
Alumni Association front and centre. 
Or, you can connect with us on all 
three platforms, plus many others, on 
AlumniLive 365, our award-winning 
social media portal.

Find us at Alumnilive365.mcgill.ca

Visit our Online Community
 
It’s Your McGill, wherever you go… 
and since January, the redesigned and 
relaunched Alumni Online Community 
(R.I.P. Alumnilife) has been providing the 
comprehensive information you need to  
get the most out of your McGill connection, 
as well as some special networking  
features you can’t get anywhere else.

Check it out at aoc.mcgill.ca

Get updates direct to  
your Inbox 
 
Did you hear about the McGill students who 
struck gold at the Olympics? How about the 
latest breakthrough in diabetes research, 
discovered right here at McGill? If you’re 
interested in getting the latest news from 
McGill, send us your email address and we’ll 
sign you up for Snapshot, McGill’s monthly 
eDigest, delivered to your Inbox on the last 
Thursday of every month.

Drop us a line at gogreen.alumni@mcgill.ca, 
or call 514-398-2787 to sign up today.
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He might be a humble hydrographer,
but assistant geography professor

BERNHARD LEHNER’s work has recent-
ly gone global. Fusing the fields of
hydrology and cartography, he created a
one-of-a-kind map of the world’s rivers
that was included as a pull-out in the
April 2010 “Fresh Water” edition of
National Geographic, the iconic maga-
zine that’s read in 32 languages by more
than 8 million people every month.

Six years ago, while working on a
watershed conservation project with the
World Wildlife Fund (WWF), Lehner
and his colleagues hit a snag. They were
looking to characterize freshwater habi-
tats within a remote region of the
Amazon Basin covering parts of Peru,
Bolivia and Brazil. The river maps of the
three countries that existed weren’t
good enough because, when pieced
together, they didn’t exactly match up at
the borders. Lehner’s solution proved to
be the catalyst for a wildly ambitious
project: to be the first to build a compre-
hensive, seamless, digital map of the
world’s rivers, in unprecedented resolu-
tion and detail.

Using data gathered in 2000 by
NASA’s Shuttle Radar Topography
Mission —a space shuttle flight dedi-
cated to measuring the topography of
the Earth’s surface—as his starting
point, Lehner eventually produced a
high-resolution map of that small por-
tion of the Amazon Basin. “It worked
well, and colleagues asked if we could
repeat this for the entire Amazon,”
Lehner recalls. “So the Amazon map
was the next step. Another colleague
saw that one and asked if we could do it
for all of South America.”

The project just kept growing from
there. Lehner left the WWF for McGill
four years ago and has been working

steadily on the map, with continued
support from the WWF, ever since.

While it is not the first global river
map in existence —one may be found 
in any atlas—it is the first high-resolu-
tion, seamless global river map that is
also available in a digital, pixel-based 
format. Another element unique to
Lehner’s map is that it can be coupled
with other maps or hydrological models.
This enables Lehner to provide infor-
mation on attributes like river flow and
to distinguish large from small
rivers —a feature that traditional maps
have not been able to illustrate easily
in the past. 

“The rivers on most paper maps are
simple lines, and the cartographers have
to manually distinguish, one by one,
whether they represent a little stream
or the mighty Amazon,” says Lehner.
“For the first time we have a product for
which we can automatically produce
attributes that show river size, length,
watershed boundaries, or even more
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Bernard Lehner holds the digital version of 
his one-of-a-kind map of the world’s rivers

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC
PUT HIM ON THE MAP

complex features such as how many
people live upstream of a river reach.”

While the global river map was 
formally released in a paper format in
National Geographic, the project remains
a work-in-progress as Lehner and his
team continually add more attributes like
river names and classes, the outlines of
sub-basins and catchment areas and
links to other layers such as lakes and
reservoirs.

But the map already appears to have
limitless practical applications. When
asked, Lehner admits he doesn’t know
where to begin. From conservation biolo-
gy and ecology to climate modelling to
irrigation and food production, the map
is in high demand. The map data are free
and available for download, and Lehner
estimates that since the data sets were
made available online, there have been
about a thousand downloads a month—
and that was before National Geographic
gave his work a worldwide plug.

ALLISON FLYNN
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Buddhism is often regarded as a recent
phenomenon in this country, but it had

already taken root in Canadian soil when
the first Japanese Buddhist temple was
built in Vancouver back in 1905.

The academic exploration of Canadian
Buddhism, however, is a very fresh develop-

ment. Prior to the recent publication 
of Wild Geese: Buddhism in Canada, 
co-edited by McGill associate professor
of religious studies VICTOR HORI, only
two similar books existed. This in spite
of the fact that more than 300,000
Canadians now practice what has

become one of the more widely 
recognized religions in the country.

Buddhism in the U.S. has attracted
not only scholarship, but also much 
fanfare: it’s in American sects on the west
coast that the ancient religion is seen 
to have been modernized. Hori has 
reservations about classifying Buddhists
as either tradition-bound Asians or 
modernizing Westerners. 

In Wild Geese, he writes, “When 
people in Toronto or Vancouver or
Montreal pass the doors of a local
Chinese Buddhist temple, they assume
that they are seeing a quaint religion
lifted from the rice paddies of Asia,”
when, in fact, “several major Asian
Buddhist movements have recast the
Buddhist message in modern terms”
involving their own TV stations and
publishing houses and a thoroughly
sophisticated approach.

Hori himself lived for 13 years in a
Buddhist monastery in Japan before
resuming his academic career. “There are
strong voices in America that claim to
already have created a new kind of
Buddhism, but it’s better for a religion to
grow without ideological pressure on it,”
he says. He suspects that Canadians
might be better positioned to take a
more nuanced look at how Buddhism 
is likely to evolve within—and
shape—this country.

“Our discourse of multiculturalism
allows for that.”

SARAH COLGROVE, BA’08

I t had been more than a century since
anyone had spotted a Sibree’s dwarf

lemur, a rare creature known to exist only
in eastern Madagascar. Following the
destruction of its only known rainforest
habitat, scientists had no idea whether
these tiny, nocturnal dwarf lemurs still
existed in the wild. 

Well, it turns out that the Sibree’s
dwarf lemurs (pictured) haven’t disap-
peared after all. MITCHELL IRWIN, 
a postdoctoral research associate with
McGill’s Redpath Museum, was part of an
international scientific team that discov-
ered approximately a thousand of these
lemurs still alive.

Irwin first observed dwarf lemurs
at Tsinjoarivo, Madagascar, in 2001,
shortly after setting up a long-term
rainforest research site. “Even then we
knew something was unusual about
them,” Irwin says. “Instead of the rain-
forest species we expected to see, our
lemur resembled the species known
from dry western forests, only it was
much larger.”

In 2006, some of these dwarf
lemurs were caught at several sites
throughout Tsinjoarivo, which led to
the revelation that there were two
morphologically distinct dwarf lemur
species living side-by-side. Genetic
tests proved that some of these ani-
mals were indeed the elusive Sibree’s
dwarf lemur. The genetic analyses also
confirmed that of the four known
dwarf lemur species, this is the most
genetically unique and probably close-
ly resembles the ancestor that gave
rise to the other species.

Irwin is hopeful that this new dis-
covery will lead to increased conserva-
tion efforts. “Without the recognition
provided by this study, this species
probably would have gone extinct in
the near future. Protecting its only
known population and determining
how many individuals are left are now
top priorities, especially since much 
of this region's forests have already
disappeared.”

CYNTHIA LEE
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Through 600 feet of permafrost rises a
spring so salty that it’s still liquid at

minus five degrees Celsius. Bubbles
appear on the surface, and the
researchers, cumbersome in their protec-
tive clothing, work with specialized
instruments to capture this gas for test-

ing. As they acquire these samples, they
mull over how they might automate the
procedure so that, one day, they can
design robots to do it in outer space.

These researchers are astrobiology
students on MARS (the McGill Arctic
Research Station), and exercises like this
will be a key segment of their interdisci-
plinary field study in the new Canadian
Astrobiology Training Program. McGill
is the lead partner in a consortium of
five universities collaborating on the
program, which is sponsored by the
Natural Sciences and Engineering
Research Council of Canada. Its goal is
to produce highly qualified Canadian
astrobiologists to take part in future
international space probes.

The new field of astrobiology, lead
investigator LYLE WHYTE explains, has
been gaining momentum after a pair of
recent scientific revolutions. On earth,
microbiologists have been discovering

new forms of life in environments
formerly thought to be uninhabitable,
including many without oxygen. In
space, telescopes have detected the
presence of several compounds gener-
ally associated with life, including
methane in the atmosphere of Mars.  

Because most of our solar system
is extremely cold, MARS is a prime
location for field work and training
for CATP members. Recruiting is
underway for the program’s first
group of PhD students. 

Many will be drawn by the larger
questions. Are we alone? Can other
parts of our solar system, or planets
or moons beyond it, sustain life?

“The people we’re training now
will answer these questions within
the next 25 to 50 years,” says Whyte,
McGill’s Canada Research Chair in
Environmental Microbiology. 

VIVIAN LEWIN

From the cold to the cosmos

If you’ve never heard the term “forensic
geography,” MARGARET KALACSKA

wouldn’t be surprised—the concept doesn’t
yet have a Wikipedia entry. Kalacska, an
assistant professor in the Department of
Geography, is opening up this new field
that’s part Indiana Jones and part CSI. 

Kalacska is working on a multidisci-
plinary project called Clandestine Burial
Detection. The idea is to use remote 
imaging technology to detect buried
objects—human remains—through 
telltale changes to soil chemistry.

“Remote sensing technology has been
used for a long time in geology to find 
minerals,” says Kalacska. “The goal is to be
able to image large areas and identify 
potential sites of mass graves.” 

So far, Kalacska and her collaborators

have analyzed satellite and aircraft data
from test sites in Quebec and Costa Rica.
They’re working with Parc Safari, east of
Montreal, to image an old animal burial
ground near the zoo. They’re using a
National Research Council of Canada
Twin Otter plane equipped with devices
that record spectral data. Near-infrared
imagery can reveal likely burial sites.
Such sites can give off unique spectral
signatures, such as higher chlorophyll
levels in plant leaves. 

Kalacska, an Edmonton native who
traces her interest in buried objects to
scouring Drumheller for dinosaur bones,
studied forensics at Simon Fraser
University’s School of Criminology. She’s
also interested in the effect of climate on
mass graves, and has been analyzing

plants, reflectance and methane emis-
sions at a test site in Costa Rica. Next, she
wants to analyze a traditional human
burial site on Hawaii’s Molokai Island. 

Could the research be used to find
real secret graves? Kalacska says the
basics of the science have to be properly
understood first. “There isn’t 10 or 20
years of experience in this, but we have to
start somewhere.” 

TIM HORNYAK, BA’95

Lyle Whyte (in red at far right) and colleagues
at the McGill Arctic Research Station

UNEARTHING THE  TRUTH
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Tuberculosis (TB), considered by
many Canadians to be a scourge of

the past, is alive and well among high-
risk aboriginal communities in
Montreal. According to a recent study
by McGill researchers, the prevalence of
latent TB infection among this group,

many of whom are homeless and 
impoverished, is alarmingly high, nearly 
18 per cent as compared to 4.3 per cent
in the rest of the population. 

Working with the Native Friendship
Centre, a community-based organization
for aboriginal peoples in Montreal, the

When it comes to staying healthy,
some track blood sugar levels,

others track pounds. Unani.ca, a new
online personal health tool, lets both
the diabetic and the überjock keep an
eye on their progress.

Launched in March by the McGill
University Health Centre and
MedforYou, a Montreal-based soft-
ware company specializing in health
management tools, Unani.ca can store
a list of personal health conditions,
medications, allergies and vaccina-
tions, and track appointments and test
results. “It’s an online medical organiz-
er,” says JEFFREY BARKUN,
MDCM’83, MSc’94, chief clinical offi-
cer for informatics at the McGill
University Health Centre. Rather than
relay symptoms or a medical history to
a new doctor from memory, patients
can print out details from Unani.ca
and hand over their file.

“It’s also the antidote to the frac-
tionation of medical information,” says
Barkun. Most people have information
dispersed among different hospitals,

Medical
records
at your 
fingertips

Homeless aboriginals in downtown
Montreal receive coffee and a friendly
word from the Native Friendship Centre’s
Ka’wahse Street Patrol 

AT-RISK ABORIGINALS
VULNERABLE TO TB

doctors, walk-in clinics and specialists.
Move from one city to another, or
between provinces, and your medical 
history might not follow. 

But Unani.ca isn’t only for patients.
Because it can track temperature, heart
rate and weight, it’s a useful tool for
exercise enthusiasts and women who
want to get pregnant. 

Google, Microsoft and umpteen
others have launched online personal
health records in recent years, but it’s
Unani.ca’s interface that sets it apart,
says Philippe Panzini, a co-founder of
MedforYou, the Montreal-based com-
pany that wrote the software. “Some are
well engineered in terms of their med-
ical content, but they make for a poor
user experience. If we make it painful
for them it’s a lost battle,” he says. 

In the future, MedforYou plans to
add management modules to meet the
demands of fitness buffs, diabetics,
mothers-to-be and others, and make it
compatible with smart phones so you
can log your data on the run. 

HANNAH HOAG, MSc’99
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McGill team performed TB skin tests on
141 people. A survey was also conducted
to measure knowledge and attitudes of
the disease among this group. One-on-one
interviews were conducted with addition-
al clientele from the Friendship Centre to
better understand their experiences living
with tuberculosis or having a loved one
who had TB. 

“Interestingly, in this at-risk popula-
tion, individuals possessed a greater than
average knowledge of the disease based 
on their own personal experiences and 
the past occurrences of TB in their native
communities,” says MARY ELLEN
MACDONALD, BA’94, PhD’04, a professor
of oral health and society in the Faculty of
Dentistry. “But because of the colonial 
history, which included isolating Inuit and
First Nations TB patients in sanatoriums,
sometimes for years, a lot of fear sur-
rounding treatment persists.” 

The research was led by PAUL
BRASSARD, MSc’91, a clinical epidemiol-
ogist with the McGill University Health
Centre, and also involved KEVIN
SCHWARTZMAN, MDCM’89, and DICK
MENZIES, MDCM’78, MSc’89, from the
Montreal Chest Institute.

Macdonald and Brassard are working
with the Native Friendship Centre to
determine how the community can best
use these findings to improve the health
of its members, and to explore other
urgent primary health needs.
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an a mouse have migraine headaches? Why do
placebos work? Can a limb that is no longer
there ache? Pain is a mysterious business, and
yet it is one of the most basic elements of the

human condition.
“Pain happens to all of us,” says Dr. Fernando Cervero,

“from the moment we are born and inflict pain on our
mothers to the moment we die.”

Cervero is the director of the Alan Edwards Centre 
for Research on Pain at McGill, which brings together
more than 150 people from the Faculties of Dentistry,

C Medicine and Science to investigate the mystery of 
physical pain. Researchers in neuroscience, anesthesia,
psychology, genetics, physiotherapy and many more
fields are scrutinizing pain from the level of a single mol-
ecule all the way through to epidemiological profiles of
entire populations. The clinical branch of the centre, the
Alan Edwards Pain Management Unit, is on the front
line, treating those who hurt.

“It is by any standard you can measure the largest and
most prestigious pain research centre in the world,” 
says Cervero. 

Solving the
Pain Puzzle 

ILLUSTRATION BY MATT FORSYTHE

McGill pain researchers are 
recognized as among the 
world’s best. They’re focusing 
their efforts on the sometimes 
baffling phenomenon that 
affects us all. BY ANDREW MULLINS
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Above left: 
Fernando Cervero
is the director of
the Alan Edwards
Centre for
Research on Pain

At right: Catherine
Bushnell is McGill’s
Harold Griffith
Professor of
Anesthesia and 
the president-elect
of the Canadian
Pain Society

And it’s doing work that is sorely needed. While some
pain is inevitable and protects us from danger, chronic
pain is one of the biggest public health problems we face
today, afflicting 30 per cent of Canadians, with the rate
rising to almost half of those aged 55 and older. We suffer
back pain, joint pain, pain from cancer, spontaneous neur-
opathic pain and any number of pain syndromes. Many of
these conditions can disable us and drive us to depression.
They weaken our immune systems and shrink our brains.
The total number of chronic pain sufferers worldwide
eclipses the prevalence of cancer, diabetes and heart dis-
ease combined. 

MCGILL’S PAIN PIONEERS
“In Canada alone, the cost of chronic pain in treatment,
lost work hours and disability benefits is about $10 bil-
lion,” says Cervero, citing a report from the Chronic Pain
Association of Canada. “It’s the single greatest cost to the
health care system.” 

And yet chronic pain is often called the silent epidem-
ic because it goes largely unrecognized. One reason is the
enigmatic nature of pain itself. Because it is a product of
the brain, pain is very subjective, making it “one of the
most complicated problems in all of biomedicine,” says
McGill psychology professor Jeffrey Mogil, a trailblazer in
the genetics of pain. “It would be very different if you
could just take out a tumour, put it in a dish and start
studying it.”

Pain research at the University has come a long way
from the days when McGill psychologist Ronald Melzack,
BSc’50, MSc’51, PhD’54, revolutionized the field with
partner Patrick Wall by publishing the gate control theory
of pain in 1965. Till then, pain theory had barely changed
from a 300-year-old model dreamed up by René Descartes.
Melzack and Wall proposed that pain signals travelled on
nerve fibres through a neurological “gate” that could be
opened or closed by the brain and spinal pathways.

Melzack later developed the McGill Pain Questionnaire,
which to this day is used worldwide for understanding a
patient’s pain, and became McGill’s first E.P. Taylor Chair
in Pain Studies. Now an emeritus professor, he is one of
the most recognized pain experts in history.

He is also the primary reason Jeffrey Mogil came to
McGill. The young psychologist was a rising star at the
University of Illinois when Melzack read of his work. “A
few weeks later, he called me up,” recalls Mogil, “and said
‘I’m about to retire and McGill is looking for someone to
replace me as the E.P. Taylor Chair in Pain Studies. Promise
me you’ll apply.’ When Ron Melzack tells you to apply for
his endowed chair, you do, and when they offer it to you,
you take it!  But more generally, at Illinois I was the only
pain researcher; the chance to join one of the best pain
research communities in the world—and now certainly
the best—was hard to pass up.” 

With stalwart support from the Louise and Alan
Edwards Foundation, McGill has built up a pain research
network over the last 15 years that is as diverse as it is
unparalleled. Cervero is an authority on the physiology of
visceral pain, while Gary Bennett and Terence Coderre are
experts in creating animal models of human neuropathic
pain conditions to develop new therapies. Catherine
Bushnell and Petra Schweinhardt are bringing brain imag-
ing technology to bear on the mechanics and psychology
of pain, while Laura Stone is applying new techniques
from the field of proteomics to explore how proteins
might contribute to lower back pain. 

Allan Basbaum, the editor of Pain, the leading research
journal for pain studies, says the Alan Edwards Centre “is rec-
ognized throughout the world as one of the premiere centres
for pain research.” Gerald Gebhart, director of the University
of Pittsburgh’s Center for Pain Research, concurs, ranking
McGill along with his own unit and Britain’s London Pain
Consortium as the top three in terms of having “the highest
density of internationally recognized pain researchers.”
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Yoram Shir is the
director of the Alan
Edwards Pain
Management Unit

A lot of these vague 
syndromes that doctors
thought were not real,
now with brain imaging
studies, we can show they
are real. The patients 
are not making it up.” 
— C ATH E R I N E B U S H N E LL

“

PAINFUL REALITY
Melzack and Wall’s gate control theory proposed that all
kinds of cognitive phenomena inf luence how we feel 
pain. Today Catherine Bushnell, McGill’s Harold Griffith
Professor of Anesthesia, is exploring how psychological
states — such as our emotions or attention — can affect
pain perception. The founding director of the pain centre,
Bushnell, who is also connected to the Faculty of Dentistry
and the Department of Neurology and Neurosurgery, is 
a pioneer in the use of imaging techniques like MRI and 
PET scans to understand how the brain processes and 
modulates pain. 

Her lab has conducted experiments using odour to
change a subject’s mood and alter their pain perception. 
A good mood generated by a pleasant odour made pain less
bothersome. Distraction — having the patient focus on a
pleasant odour — reduced the physical intensity of the
pain. With the subject in an MRI scanner, Bushnell can peer
directly into their brain — by measuring the blood flow 
to different cortical regions with a technique called func-
tional MRI— and map the circuitry involved. “Different 
circuits seem to be activated when we change the emo-
tions,” she says, “and other circuits are activated when we
change the attention.” 

Such imaging techniques reveal more about pain mech-
anisms, but they can also illuminate the pain felt by real
patients. Fibromyalgia patients suffer chronic widespread
musculoskeletal pain for which medical testing reveals no
source. Much more prevalent in women, the disease is often
dismissed by doctors as a psychological problem. But brain
imaging done in Bushnell’s lab shows these people really are
processing pain signals. Using PET scans, researchers can
track neurotransmitters such as dopamine. While healthy
patients release dopamine in the brain to modulate pain,
fibromyalgia patients do not. Imaging also shows the
amount of grey matter in their brains is reduced and cogni-
tive functions like memory are disrupted. 

“A lot of these vague syndromes that doctors thought
were not real, now with brain imaging studies, we can
show they are real. The patients are not making it up or
exaggerating.” 

That concrete evidence has a positive effect on patients’
attitudes to treatment, according to Bushnell. If patients
can see their pain in MRI images, they can also be trained to
manage it. “If they go into cognitive behavioural therapy,
they’re much more willing to work on it, because they see
there’s a reality. They’re not being told to get therapy
because they’re crazy.”

TREATING A “NEW” DISEASE
Managing pain is the daily business of Dr. Yoram Shir, the
director of McGill’s Alan Edwards Pain Management Unit
at the Montreal General Hospital, one of the world’s first
pain clinics. The clinic’s patients suffer from musculoskele-
tal pain, pain from cancer or trauma, neuropathic pain —
and their conditions often have no real name. “People hate
it. They come to me and say, ‘I want to know what I have.’ 
So I say, ‘You have a disease. It’s called chronic pain.’”

The Pain Management Unit is an innovative example of
the multidisciplinary approach to pain treatment, calling on
a team of 25 physicians, physiotherapists, psychologists,
nurses and other specialists. The clinic operates beyond its
capacity and its waiting list can stretch to over a year. It’s a tes-
tament to the growing problem of chronic pain in an aging
population and, says Shir, that “as a rule, physicians do not
know how to treat pain.” Staff work as a group helping people
manage their pain through a wide range of approaches, from
physiotherapy and medication to group therapy and even
complementary and alternative medicine. 

The latter is a label Shir dislikes. Some “alternative”
medicines may simply require more proof. “There are good
studies, for instance, showing that acupuncture or some
type of chiropractic approach could really help patients
with chronic pain.” The unit’s research director, Mark Ware,
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