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PERSPECTIVES

        J
ames Franklin Crow pio-

neered population genet-

ics and influenced policy 

in human genetics. He was a 

scholar, citizen, and friend, 

who touched the lives of stu-

dents, colleagues, musicians, 

and many others. He was born 

on 18 January 1916 in Phoe-

nixville, Pennsylvania. After 

receiving his bachelor’s degree 

from Friends University in 1937 

and his Ph.D. in genetics from 

the University of Texas at Austin 

in 1941, he joined the faculty at 

Dartmouth College. In 1948, he 

moved to the University of Wisconsin–Madi-

son, where he remained fully active until his 

death on 4 January 2012 at the age of 95.

Jim’s own research began with studies in 

the fruit fl y Drosophila that included spe-

ciation, insecticide resistance, and mutation 

load. He then addressed issues in human 

genetics, including the impact of inbreeding 

and the age-dependence of mutation rates in 

males. When molecular data became avail-

able, his research with Motoo Kimura led 

to the neutral theory of molecular evolu-

tion. As his Madison colleague Bret Payseur 

noted, “Jim remained concerned that some of 

the fundamental controversies raised in the 

early years of population genetics were not 

resolved by advances in molecular biology 

and mathematical theory.”

Crow considered his students to be his 

legacy. The lecture notes for Jim’s General 

Genetics course were so lucid and up-to-

date that students preferred “Crow’s Notes” 

to their textbooks. “Notes” appeared in eight 

editions and was translated into several lan-

guages. Together with Kimura, Jim wrote 

Introduction to Population Genetics Theory, 

an instant classic.

By 1961, when he was elected to the 

United States National Academy of Sciences 

(NAS), Crow had established himself as an 

intellectual leader and effective administra-

tor by serving as chair of the Medical Genet-

ics Department. He chaired NAS committees 

that reviewed the mutational effects of radia-

tion and environmental chemicals, and when 

the human genome project brought issues in 

forensic science to the fore, he was tapped for 

more committee leadership by the NAS and 

the Department of Justice. Jim’s skill at lead-

ing cantankerous committees and delivering 

reports on time was legendary. According to 

Chief Justice Shirley Abrahamson of the Wis-

consin Supreme Court, “his ability to teach, 

to listen, and to think ‘outside the box’ made 

him a respected leader.”

To his colleagues at the University of 

Wisconsin, Jim was consistently support-

ive. He was a mentor to Mike Culbertson, 

“long before there was a formal mentoring 

program.” Colleagues received much more 

than minimal feedback. When Sean Carroll 

recently drafted a book on evolution, he had 

hoped that Jim might glance at some parts 

to see if they were historically and scientifi -

cally accurate. Instead, Sean received “20 

pages of typed notes, with several references 

to classic work, anecdotes, and other gems 

of evolutionary genetics.” Many were per-

plexed that Jim could be so productive yet 

was so recklessly generous with his time. His 

daughter Cathy has explained that Jim never 

allowed himself to get hung up on trivia. “He 

was hard-working and careful, but he was not 

a perfectionist.”

Jim retired from the faculty in 1986, but 

until the end of his life, he was still going to 

seminars, reading the literature, and writing. 

The editor of Genetics, Jan Drake, invited Jim 

and one of us (W.D.) to generate a monthly 

series of essays called Perspectives. This 

22-year partnership worked by eschewing

perfectionism. Each year, the “two birds”

would divide up responsibilities. The 

magic ingredient was one of forgive-

ness: Editorial meetings were enti-

tled “Let’s exchange our mea cul-

pas.” University of Oregon geneticist 

Frank Stahl has said that, “I was con-

fident that my contributions would 

be treated with constructive criticism 

delivered in a most palatable manner.”

For Jim, music was a lifelong pas-

sion; he played viola in the Madison 

Symphony Orchestra for 45 years. 

He said, “I chose the viola because 

groups always need a violist.” Sally 

Chisholm, violist for the Pro Arte 

Quartet, described him also as an 

“immensely infl uential” philanthropist, sup-

porting music in Madison. Jim was still per-

forming for fellow residents in his retirement 

community at age 95.

Throughout 2012 the journal Genetics 

will publish essays honoring Jim’s contribu-

tions to science and to society. Interviews 

have been published by BioEssays and by The 

University of California, Los Angeles–Johns 

Hopkins Oral History of Human Genetics 

Project. His achievements are refl ected in the 

honors bestowed on him, including member-

ship in the U.S. National Academy of Sci-

ences, the American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences, the Japan Academy, the Royal Soci-

ety of London, the U.S. Institute of Medicine, 

and the American Philosophical Society.

Reflections from his colleagues and 

friends can best illustrate how James Crow 

will be remembered. Harvard geneticist Mat-

thew Meselson has described him as, “One 

of the greats. Jim brought a rare clarity to all 

his work.” Jan Klein, formerly of the Max-

Planck-Institut für Biologie in Tübingen, 

Germany, has said that, “Jim will remain as 

perhaps the last of a generation of gentle-

man-scientists—‘gentleman’ in the sense of a 

courteous, gracious man with a strong sense 

of honor and a strong respect for the past.” 

And University of Wisconsin colleagues 

Rayla Temin and Don Waller have said that, 

“He made you happy just to be in the aura 

he cast” and that no colleague was “warmer 

or more encouraging, nor respected more.” 

Indeed, Jim Crow will be immortalized in the 

histories related by those who knew him as a 

scholar, citizen, and friend. 

James F. Crow (1916–2012)
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A population geneticist is remembered 

by colleagues for his generosity, clarity, 

and infl uence in the fi eld, as well as in policy 

matters involving genetics.
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