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THE YEAR 1983 MARKS 25 years in the teaching

profession for John A. Quinn, the Robert D.
Bent Professor and Chairman of the Department
of Chemical Engineering at the University of
Pennsylvania. Coincidentally, he has also grad-
uated his 25th PhD student this year, and there-
fore it seems appropriate to reflect on his career
in chemical engineering education and research.

Although he now finds himself comfortably at
home on Philadelphia’s Main Line, John was raised
in the midwestern heartland, in Springfield, Il-
linois. After graduating from the University of
Illinois in 1954, he went east to Dick Wilhelm’s
chemical engineering department at Princeton for
graduate work. His PhD thesis work on fluidiza-
tion was supervised by Joe Elgin, and by Leon
Lapidus upon Elgin’s ascension to the post of
Dean. During those years, John learned the joys of
commuting through frequent trips to Bryn Mawr,
just outside Philadelphia and not far from his
present home, to visit his fiancée. He and Frances
were married at the completion of his degree, and
they headed back to Champaign-Urbana where
John rejoined his alma mater as assistant profes-
sor in 1958. Promotion to associate professor came
in 1964 and to full professor in 1966.

The department at Illinois was then under the
leadership of Harry Drickamer who, along with

... John was recognized by

election to the National Academy of
Engineering in 1978. In the same year he
received the Alpha Chi Sigma Award
from the AIChE.

B e S S R S W
© Copyright CRE Division, ASEE, 1983

50

Wilhelm, Elgin and Lapidus, are recognized by
John as the major influences on him in his develop-
ing years as a researcher and teacher. Moving
away from fluidization as a field of study, he began
a program of inquiry into unexplored territory in
interfacial transport phenomena, which he has
continued to this day. John’s early work in this
area earned him the Allan P. Colburn Award in
1966, for excellence in publications by a young
AIChE member. Not long after, his stay at Illinois
was interrupted by what he likes to call a “pleasant
interlude” on sabbatical at Imperial College in
London. Beyond this brief description, he is
slightly vague when junior faculty members ask
about how research ideas are generated during a
sabbatical leave.

In 1971, Art Humphrey, then department
chairman at Penn, succeeded in attracting John to
join his faculty. In this, John followed the path of
Dan Perlmutter who had come from Illinois to
Penn a few years earlier. John’s addition had great
impact on the growth of the department, both
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through his teaching and his research. Within
three years from his arrival, his classroom excel-
lence was recognized with the S. Reid Warren
Award for distinguished teaching. Four years
later, he was chosen to be the first incumbent of
the Robert D. Bent Professorship, established at
Pennsylvania by the Atlantic Richfield Founda-
tion. The Bent chair seems singularly appropriate
for a man of the stature of “Big John” (as he is
affectionately, but discreetly, known by the staff).

The experimental research program in inter-
facial phenomena carried out by John and his
series of students (five currently in residence) has
followed several avenues. In the early years, a
major portion of this careful work dealt with thin
liquid films, monolayers, and Marangoni effects.
Later, closely related efforts included studies of
jet-drop fractionation. Another important line of
investigation is concerned with membrane trans-
port phenomena. John and several of his students,
John Anderson (now at Carnegie-Mellon) among
them, pioneered the use of track-etched mica mem-

Despite being chairman, John gets much of his satisfac-
tion from his active reasearch program. Here he is
shown with Patricia Rodilosso, one of his PhD students,
in the interfacial transport laboratory.

branes as a powerful tool for learning about equi-
librium and transport phenomena in pores. In ad-
dition, John has studied nonporous and natural
membranes, making significant advances in the
understanding of carrier-mediated and active
transport. The conception and development of
compact “membrane reactors,” consisting of the
juxtaposition of catalytic and semipermeable lay-
ers, capable of performing chemically-driven sep-
arations or of forcing thermodynamically unfavor-
able reactions is a major advance in the technol-
ogy of membrane applications. This area, which
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This gathering of his graduate students (with spouses
and friends) at the Quinn’s for Christmas typifies the
warm relationships John establishes with those who
work with him.

grew out of the thesis research of one of John’s
recent PhDs, Steve Matson, is now being hotly
pursued. For his long list of novel research contri-
butions, John was recognized by election to the
National Academy of Engineering in 1978. In the
same year, he received the Alpha Chi Sigma
Award from the AIChE, for outstanding chemical
engineering research. Among many other honors,
he was the Sixth Mason Lecturer at Stanford in
1981.

While much of the aforementioned research
work has relevance to biological systems, other
projects he has been involved with have had even
stronger connections with biology and medicine.
Among them, in collaboration with David Graves
of the Penn chemical engineering faculty, is the
investigation of transport of gases through skin,
with applications to oxygen supply by the micro-
circulation, prevention of decompression sickness,
and analysis of gas concentration in the blood for
clinical purposes.

Since chemical engineering at Penn has tradi-
tionally been strong in biochemical and biomedical
applications, it is not surprising that John’s re-
search interests are often labelled as “bioengineer-
ing.” He is very careful, however, when asked to
identify this as his distinct area of work, and is
quick to explain the role that it must play within
the chemical engineering profession. An analogy
often heard from him is to modern electrical en-
gineering, a discipline that succeeded in providing
wonders like hand-held calculators and mini-com-
puters because its practitioners were aware of the
advances in solid-state physics and were ready to
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use them. John feels that chemical engineers
should at the present time be carefully observing
the developments in biochemistry and biophysiecs.
An engineer can choose either to help understand
the ways by which nature carries out chemical re-
actions so beautifully, or to exploit such under-
standing to new benefits. He has focused on the
latter goal, and his membrane reactors are a
superb example of his philosophy: “All engineer-
ing disciplines prosper as they are linked to a basic
science.”

John particularly enjoys reminiscing on the
evolution of chemical engineering education and
the chemical engineering profession, preferably
over a cold Rolling Rock. His early career took
place during the “golden sixties.” Not only was
this a time of rapid growth for scientific and
technological programs in academia, but he will
point out that it also was a turning point for re-
search in chemical engineering. Chemical engi-

.

John is highly popular with the students for the clarity
and enthusiasm of his teaching.
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. .. his membrane reactors are a

superb example of his philosophy: “All engineering
disciplines prosper as they are linked

to a basic science.”

neers, once and for all, ended the impression that
their research consisted of outmoded chemistry.
John is apt to emphasize that chemical engineers
of today are capable of doing scientific research
as well as those in any chosen field. Contributions
by chemical engineers in fluid mechanics, for ex-
ample, are now cited by all fluid mechanicians.
The same goes for surface chemistry, as another
example. Chemical engineers can now work on the
fundamental, as well as on the applied, aspects of
science, without any self-imposed limits. One of
John’s favorite phrases is “chemical engineering
is what chemical engineers do.”

This philosophy has guided John’s leadership
role at Penn, particularly since he accepted the
chairmanship in 1980. He is a great encourage-
ment to faculty pursuing research in areas that
stretch beyond the traditional boundaries once
supposed to encircle the discipline of chemical en-
gineering. The overriding principle is that what-
ever is undertaken, the goal should be to perform
at the pioneering edge of the chosen field.

Chairmanship of a department is usually ac-
cepted under protest, and John is no exception to
this rule. “To enjoy being a chairman”, he says,
“you must get your kicks from seeing other people
do well.” This is undoubtedly true in his case, for
he takes pride and pleasure in any accomplishment
of his colleagues, especially the younger ones. Yet
he still gets much of his satisfaction from his own
research and teaching. Accordingly, John has ex-
hibited an administrative style which relies heavily
on delegating responsibilities. We had been given
notice of this attitude when, immediately after be-
coming chairman in the summer of 1980, he went
away for a half-year mini-sabbatical at the Woods
Hole Laboratory and at MIT. The motivation for
those blessed with various duties is certainly
linked to John’s admirable leadership qualities.
However, he will frequently claim that the effect
of a chairman on his department is highly non-
linear, meaning to emphasize that there is a satu-
ration effect after some time, and that rotation of
the position is healthy. This doesn’t fool us,
though, being the same old protest dressed in en-
gineering language.

It is easy to catch John’s enthusiasm for the
future of chemical engineering at Penn. He har-
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bors no doubts about the role of engineering at an
Ivy League university, especially given the long
tradition of interaction with the various physical
and life science departments here. He enjoys em-
phasizing that it is an ideal place for remaining
closely linked to the basics, and therefore is “fertile

ground” for marshalling a first-rate research and
teaching program. It is clear that we are also ex-
tremely fortunate to have “Big John” (protocol
being temporarily suspended here) as our mar-
shal. O

1 stirred pots

BALLAD OF
JACK WEIKART

by Rutherford Aris

Editor’s Note: The following ballad was read by Prof. Aris
in the Exxon suite at the 1983 AIChE annual meeting. CEE
joins the academic community in saluting Jack on his re-
tirement from Exxon.

Jack Weikart was a citizen
Of tact and of rapport.

An Exxon captain eke was he
From Jersey’s eastern shore.

When Exxon wished to fill its ranks
Orits largesse bestow

They called for Jack, the chap with knack,
The man most in the know.

W hether the good ol’ D. of E.
Were pulling back on shale,

Or Exxon’d made discovery
Beyond the farthest pale,

W hether the stocks of gasoline
And oil were running low,

Or whether shieks of Araby
Had dealt their latest blow,

W hether the oil profits drew
Apologetic coughs,

Or whether they turned negative
In Reagonomic troughs,

The Admirals forth their captain sent
To fetch a Chem E. crew.

They said to Jack, “You bring ‘em back
We know what you can do.”

So out would come Jack’s little book
In which he kept the tot

Of which was where, and who was who,
And who was doing what.

Then off he’d go as was his wont
To cull each Inst. and U.

Sometimes he wanted all the crop
And sometimes precious few.

But stay! Though Jack is truly tops
At the recruiting game
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That is not all; he has, you know,
Another claim to fame.

Whenever A.I.Ch.E.s
In learned conclave meet

Our Jack yow'll find dispensing cheer
Within the Exxon suite.

For oft—with Peg—he has reserved
A penthouse in the sky,

Four-poster bed, plush carpeting
And mirrors set on high.

And from the living room of such
A truly classy job,

With wine & beer & sundry drinks,
He entertains the mob

Of academic types who swarm
Until the place near bursts

With shouting profs all trying to slake
T heir monumental thirsts.

(For word is passed from prof to prof
As each one registers,

“Psst. Write this number on your card
Before your vision blurs.

The Exxon suite’s a perfect square,
Its digits four are too,

W hat’s more it is the least of such
And has a splendid view.”)

O’er all our Jack—and with him Paul—
Preside with great panache,

And woe betide industrial types
If they should try to crash!

For Exxon suites are sacred as
The groves of Academe;

There hiring’s done, ideas are swapped
And hatched is many a scheme.

Oh, woe are we, no more to see
Jack Weikart’s hoary head,

And hear him boom across the room,
“Time’s up! Be off to bed.”

Sail on! Sail on! Exxon. Exxon.
You'll never see, alack,

For fetching you a Chem E. crew
As mighty a man as Jack.
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