











EXPLORATIONS

Tracking down the Alzheimerss executioner

The Brst part of the brain destroyed by AlzheimerOs disease is One of the research teams, led by Columbia neuroscientist

always the entorhinal cortex, a small sliver of tissue behind the ear Karen Duff, published its Pndings in the online journal PLoS One

that acts as a neuronal traffe cop, shuttling memories in and out on February 1. The other, led by Harvard neurologist Bradley T.

of storage. Corkscrew-shaped brain tangles N a hallmark of the Hyman, published in Neuron on February 23.

disease N appear there kst before popping up in nearby memory OWe heard about each otherOs work over the past year and real-

centers and then ravaging the rest of the brain. ized we were getting very similar results, so we decided to coordi-
How exactly does the disease spread? Do compromised regionsnate our press outreach,0 says Duff. Ol think weOre each excited to

infect their neighbors? Or does the disease strike the whole brain have our ndings confrmed by another group.O

at once but only become manifest as regions fall, one by one, in  The teams used essentially the same study design: they geneti-

order of their resiliency? cally programmed mice to produce tau, but only within those sec-
The answer, which has serious implications for developing tions of the brain that are affected by AlzheimerOs early on. OSince
AlzheimerOs treatments, has long eluded scientists. only certain parts of the mouse brain would be capable of produc-

Now, in a remarkable case of scientile synchronism, two ing this human protein,O Duff says, Oif the tangles appeared any-
teams of researchers working independently of each other, yet where else, it would mean the tau protein had traveled.O
using nearly identical methods, have made the same discovery: Sure enough, the scientists, upon examining mouse brains at
the protein tau, which composes the destructive tangles, is capa- various stages of disease development, found that the tangles were
ble of migrating from brain cell to brain cell. spreading in the same pattern as seen in people with AlzheimerOs.

How low can we go?

New Yorkers have a long history of build- the land beneath the present-day Brook- Manhattan. During the last century, they
ing on water. In the nineteenth century, lyn neighborhoods of Red Hook, Carroll  built the 1939 WorldOs Fair site, JFK airport,
they dumped huge quantities of coal ash Gardens, Williamsburg, and Greenpoint, FDR Drive, and Battery Park City upon dirt
and wood ash offshore to create much of in addition to nearly one-quarter of Lower  excavated from nearby construction sites
and the beaches of Jamaica Bay.

Why stop now? A team of Columbia
researchers has proposed what would be
the cityOs most ambitious land-reclamation
project yet: a land bridge that would extend
ManhattanQOs southeastern tip all the way to
Governors Island, a half mile out in the har-
bor. The researchers presented their idea at
a conference hosted by the city®s planning
department recently. They displayed artist
renderings of a tall and verdant new district
with a dozen skyscrapers surrounded by
nearly 270 acres of greenways and water-
front parks. If we were to start soon, they
said, the entire 640-acre development could
be mished by 2035.

The researchers, who are based at the

CENTER FOR URBAN REAL ESTATE

Researchers at the Center for Urban Real Estate are proposing the creation of a land bridge that Center for Urban Real EState~ (CURE), a
would connect Lower Manhattan to Governors Island. new think tank at ColumbiaOs Graduate
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Duff and her colleagues hope this will lead to new types of
drug treatments. Most Alzheimer’s drugs currently being devel-
oped aim not to stop these tangles but rather the sticky brain
plaques that are another sign of the disease. Although tau
tangles are ultimately responsible for killing brain cells by rip-
ping them apart from the inside out — some scientists call tau
“the executioner” — amyloid plaques appear first, which has
led many researchers to think that by controlling the body’s
production of amyloid they could head off the disease in its
earliest stages. Drugs that target amyloid plaques have so far
been ineffective, however, causing pharmaceutical companies
to begin looking for ways to stop the tau tangles directly.

“To treat Alzheimer’s, we might need to go after both the
plaques and the tangles,” says Duff. “Our next step is to find the
mechanism by which tau jumps from one cell to another. This
could help us prevent the disease from spreading to other regions

CHANG W. LEE / THE NEW YORK TIMES / REDUX

Karen Duff and fellow Columbia scientists Li Liu and Scott Small

of the brain, which leads to more severe dementia.”

have shown how tau tangles spread throughout the Alzheimer's brain.

School of Architecture, Planning, and Pres-
ervation, call their imagined neighborhood
LoLo, for Lower Lower Manhattan. They
say it could provide housing for 100,000
people, jobs for 360,000, and tax revenue
for the city totaling $900 million per year.

“In addition to the long-term economic
returns, the environmental benefits would be
pretty dramatic,” says Vishaan Chakrabarti,
who directs CURE and is the Marc Holliday
Associate Professor of Real Estate Develop-
ment. “When you create a neighborhood
from scratch, you can put in waste-to-energy
facilities, desalination plants for fresh water,
and other types of green infrastructure that
people don’t want squeezed into their exist-
ing neighborhoods.”

Where would all the dirt come from?
That’s easy: the Army Corps of Engineers
routinely dredges the bottom of New York
Harbor to maintain shipping channels.
Over the next two decades, the federal
agency is expected to remove 190 million

cubic yards of silt — ten times what LoLo
would require.

“All that material is going to end up in
abandoned mines around the country if we
don’t use it,” Chakrabarti says.

Chakrabarti acknowledges that LoLo is
a long shot. Zoning regulations for build-
ing atop landfill are much stricter now
than when the city last undertook a big
land-reclamation project, the ninety-two-
acre Battery Park City, on the western
shore of Lower Manhattan, in the 1970s.
There is also the fact that LoLo would alter
Governors Island, an old military base
turned into a park in 2003. LoLo would
envelop that historic landmark, forming
a new ring of land around it that would
be open to developers. This wouldn’t nec-
essarily violate the island’s protected sta-
tus, Chakrabarti says, because its grassy
interior and historic infrastructure would
be preserved. But it could make LoLo a
tough sell to New Yorkers, many of whom

like Governors Island the way it is — as a
quiet getaway accessible only by ferry.

Nevertheless, Chakrabarti, an architect
and developer who led the firm Related
Companies’ rezoning applications for the
Hudson Yards project in Midtown Man-
hattan, insists that he is “dead serious”
about realizing this plan; he and his col-
leagues at CURE intend to release a full
report to the public this summer.

The best argument in favor of LoLo,
Chakrabarti says, is that it would be good
for the planet. He points out that city
dwellers, with their small homes and use of
public transportation, tend to have moder-
ate carbon footprints.

“In the next few decades, New York
City’s population is projected to grow at a
much slower pace than the region’s subur-
ban population,” he says. “That’s not good.
We should be doing everything possible to
make room for more people in the city.”

Visit arch.columbia.edul/cure.
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President John F. Kennedy surveys a divided Berlin from an observation platform in June 1963.

Up AqainSt the Wa” /| By Norman Birnbaum

Berlin 1961: Kennedy, Khrushchev, and the Most Dangerous Place on Earth

By Frederick Kempe (G.P. Putnam's Sons, 579 pages, $29.95)

At midnight on Sunday, August 13, 1961, three siren blasts roused
the East German border police. They gathered before their com-
pany commander and got their orders. An hour later, Berlin’s dark
streets filled with armed soldiers and police officers, unspooling
barbed wire and stretching it between wooden sawhorses and con-
crete posts. Subway and trolley lines were cut. At dawn, a wall
began to rise. The US chief of mission in West Berlin, in hapless
understatement, told his colleagues, “Something seems to be hap-
pening in East Berlin.”

Families waved pathetically to one another across the demar-
cation line; East Berliners jumped from apartment houses on the
border into the nets of West Berlin firemen; desperate swimmers
under gunfire made a dash for the western bank of the River Spree.
West Berliners, stunned to find themselves imprisoned, had to be
held back by their own police from attacking East German forces.
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President Kennedy, vacationing in Hyannisport, kept an increas-
ingly loud silence as West Berliners went from dismay to outrage:
why did the Americans not demolish this wall?

Thereby hangs a tortuous tale, well told by Frederick Kempe,
the onetime Berlin bureau chief of the Wall Street Journal. In
Berlin 1961: Kennedy, Khrushchev, and the Most Dangerous
Place on Earth, Kempe ’77JRN conveys the anxieties of the
period as Berlin became a crucial site of struggle between the
superpowers. This drama played out in human terms as a fraught
confrontation between two men who could not have been more dif-
ferent in background and disposition. Khrushchev was a self-made
Soviet man, the son of a coal miner, who had risen to power as
a protégé of Stalin. He had risked much in speaking out against
Stalin’s legacy after his death and instituting internal reforms and a
policy of peaceful coexistence with the West. But results had been
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mixed: Khrushchev’s ambitious plan to raise Soviet living standards
through agricultural production had amounted to little, and he had
let his temper sabotage a summit with President Eisenhower. Alter-
nating aggression and conciliation, Khrushchev was impulsive and
obsessed with his nation’s standing. The Stalinist old guard saw him
as weak, ripe for removal. Kennedy was an American patrician who
in his first seven months in office had yet to acquire the respect of
the nation’s elites. His fluent charm concealed a great deal of inner
doubt and physical pain requiring constant medication, as Robert
Dallek *64GSAS explored in a 2003 biography.

Two months before Khrushchev ordered the construction of the
wall, at the German Communist regime’s urging, Khrushchev and
Kennedy met in Vienna. Kennedy was seeking a modus vivendi in
the Cold War, but he also needed short-term successes to shore up
his standing in Washington and on the world stage. Khrushchev
thought Kennedy weak for having accepted defeat in April 1961
following the Bay of Pigs fiasco.

The Vienna summit began cordially enough, but it soon unrav-
eled. When Kennedy asserted the Allied claim to West Berlin,
Khrushchev reddened and waved the threat of war. “The US is
unwilling to normalize the situation in the most dangerous spot in
the world,” he sputtered. “The USSR wants to perform an opera-
tion on this sore spot — to eliminate this thorn, this ulcer . . .
Any violation of [East German] sovereignty will be regarded
by the USSR as an act of open aggression.” Kennedy, who had
hoped to make progress on nuclear arms control, was shocked by
Khrushchev’s intransigence. He had ascertained that there was
no middle ground between refraining from using nuclear weap-
ons and destroying the entire planet. When the New York Times
reporter James Reston asked him how the summit had gone, Ken-
nedy told him, “Worst thing in my life. He savaged me.”

Kempe tells the story with knowledge and flair, but the book is
skewed by his disdain for Kennedy, whose first year in office was
defined, in Kempe’s words, by “inconsistency, indecision, and policy
failure.” Kempe excuses Khrushchev in light of the constraints work-
ing against him, without acknowledging the parallel constraints on
Kennedy. True, Khrushchev was limited by a faltering economy and
Chinese Communist opposition, but Kennedy was buffeted not only
by his Republican critics but by US military commanders and many
Democrats. Kempe describes Kennedy’s bargaining as capitulation:
“The consistent message he had sent Khrushchev . . . was that the
Soviet leader could do whatever he wished on the territory he con-
trolled as long as he didn’t touch West Berlin or Allied access to
the city.” But in defending West Berlin, Kennedy was defending a
Cold War border. In fact, as Khrushchev continued to insist that
the Allies leave West Berlin, Kennedy asked his advisers to plan a
limited nuclear attack on the Soviet Union.

“A wall,” Kennedy famously told his aides, “is a hell of a lot
better than a war.” Kempe argues that Kennedy’s acceptance of the
wall was weakness, not strategy. He tells the story of a dramatic
October 1961 face-off at the legendary crossing point Checkpoint
Charlie as an example of the sort of conflict that the wall failed to
prevent: an armored ballet of opposing US and Soviet tanks, which
backed down only after discreet negotiations. More accurately, it
was an event precipitated by Soviet fear that the US might try to
tear down the wall. With the wall accepted, both sides reduced
their armed forces in East and West Berlin to token contingents.

Kempe depicts Khrushchev’s reckless act of sending nuclear mis-
siles to Cuba in 1962 as a consequence of Kennedy’s failure to demol-
ish the wall and praises Kennedy for finding the courage to face down
Khrushchev in 1962 as he had failed to do in 1961: “Khrushchev
backed down in Cuba once challenged by a decisive Kennedy, exactly
as General Clay had predicted he would a year earlier in regard
to Berlin.” But this is the wrong lesson: there is no evidence that
Khrushchev would have backed down in 1961 if the US had attempted
to demolish the wall. Both men had learned from the past year
Kennedy’s success in Cuba was greatly aided by Khrushchev’s realiza-
tion that he had started something that he could not finish. Khrush-
chev and Kennedy looked into the abyss — and pulled back.

The German Communists saved their state. But in the end,
Gorbachev’s reforms, the abdication of the Polish Communists, and
the East German regime’s endorsement

of Chinese repression in 1989 generated KENNEDY, KHRUSHCHEV, |

AND THE MOST DANGEROUS

the protest that swept the regime aside.
PLACE ON EARTH

Before that, Willy Brandt, then West Ber-
lin’s mayor, had persuaded the West Ger-
mans to accept the new map of Europe
and to work for change through contact
and not confrontation.

Change came first in West Berlin itself.
The city provided a full-employment
program for the conventional ideo-

DERICK KEM
ral Brent Scoy

logues of the “free West.” However,
since West Berlin was administered by
the Allies and therefore not a full legal part of West Germany, its
younger citizens could not be drafted. Thousands came to study at
its universities — and to enjoy its mixed Turkish, working-class,
and bohemian neighborhoods. An oppositional culture devel-
oped, from which both the Green Party and the peace movement
grew. These were the benign consequences of the Berlin situation.
Kempe’s book is a vivid record of days when the division of the
city seemed anything but benign. What would have happened had
Kennedy listened to Clay and tried to tear down the wall? No one
can say, but the president’s warm reception in Berlin in June 1963
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suggests that the West Berliners were quite satisfied with what he
had accomplished. I happened to be visiting my wife’s mother in
East Berlin that day, and I recall the massed Eastern border guards
at Checkpoint Charlie laughing when my four-year-old daughter
asked if they had assembled to see President Kennedy. They came
to attention and saluted when he climbed the observation plat-
form at the checkpoint. East Berliners, kept blocks away, cheered

LithiCide // By Sarah Smarsh

The Flame Alphabet
By Ben Marcus (Knopf, 304 pages, $25.95)

When the biblical Esther, a lovely orphan who becomes the queen
of Persia, learns of a plot to exterminate every Jew in the kingdom,
she faces a conundrum: inform the king and risk death for speak-
ing when not spoken to, or stay quiet and risk death in the pend-
ing slaughter, since she — unbeknownst to the king — is herself a

Jew. Esther decides to speak, revealing
L,
AVYYA
The Flame Alphabet
y Va

to her husband both the scheme and her
true identity. The king is so moved by
Esther’s boldness that he forgives her
breach of protocol, and ultimately he

allows the Jews to save themselves.
The Flame Alphabet’s Esther shares her
namesake’s flair for candor. A hostile teen-

BenMarcus

ager, she loathes her parents’ banal how-
was-school-today conversation — what
her dad, Sam, who narrates the novel,
calls “all the functional vocal prompts
one bleated in order to stabilize the basic
encounters.” If Esther says something, you can bet she means it. But
in the apocalyptic setting that the author Ben Marcus has created for
her, when she speaks, her words kill rather than save.

Here, from the mouths of babes comes a mysterious, seemingly
viral force, carried by speech, that infects the adults who hear it
— their tongues harden, their orifices seep, their skins loosen. In
the face of this plague that science can’t name, bodies across the
world go slack, electronic transmissions go silent, and packs of
damn creepy kids rove dark streets, carelessly — or maybe mali-
ciously — talking.

Marcus, an associate professor of creative writing at Colum-
bia who defended experimental fiction against its critics, the most
prominent among them Jonathan Franzen, in a widely discussed
Harper’s essay in 2003, gives his second novel a much more con-
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him. Survivors of danger, the Berliners on both sides knew a hero
when they saw one.

Norman Birnbaum is a University Professor Emeritus at George-
town University Law Center. In 1986, the government of the Ger-
man Democratic Republic barred him from its territory for three
years “for conspiring with enemies of the state.”

ventional arc than he gave Notable American Women (2002). But
The Flame Alphabet continues his tradition of drawing profundity
from unapologetically unsentimental contexts. This tale, rooted in
philosophy and rife with agony, is a Zen retreat in hell.

Children are part of that hell, and the author never treats them as
precious. But for Sam and his wife Claire, their pretty only child is
dangerously precious; they value her far more than they value them-
selves. While many parents, sickened beyond recognition by their
children’s speech, abandon them in order to survive, Sam and Claire
refuse to let Esther go. Instead, while Claire laments her failing ability
to care for the girl, Sam tries to reason his way through the incom-
prehensible crisis. He devises a method for mapping his neighbor-
hood’s residual sound and, later, obsessively chases a cure through
experiments in both medicine and written language. Meanwhile, in a
society where speech has been turned off, Sam and Claire steal away
with a group of fellow Jews (Jewish children are the first carriers of
the contagion) to receive radio messages from a rabbi they know only
by voice. In their earthen “hole that is hot with language,” they are
advised to take responsibility for what is happening.

“I did this to you,” the rabbi encourages them to say to their
neighbors. “Not my child. I did it.” Yes, sad Sam and ashamed
Claire created Esther, the source of their suffering. They cling to
her, and she resents them for it. When the epidemic escalates to
include adult carriers, and speech becomes physically detrimental
even between husband and wife, Sam clings to Claire, too.

“You realize that you’re hurting her, right?” says a man who
calls himself Murphy. “You probably think you have her best
interests in mind, but believe me you don’t know what they are.”
But Sam holds on to the belief, the narrative, that he can fix things.

Stories are dangerous, Murphy warns. “Because they happened
long before we were born,” he sneers at Sam, “we somehow
decide they are extraordinarily important and we shut our brains



down, we turn into imbeciles, we let the past start thinking for
us. That’s sickness.” Adapting, it seems, will require letting go of
narratives — ideas, even — and becoming whatever exists without
them. Mental energy is precisely the wrong treatment for a prob-
lem rooted in thinking; it’s no coincidence that smart people are
the first ones to see their faces shrink and pucker.

When the underground radio signals cease, Sam is left with him-
self, and millennia of hackneyed human notions are suddenly silent.
“I was alone out there, and any channel of insight would have to
be one I manufactured myself.” This struggle against cliché, which
recalls Ben Lerner’s 2011 fictional portrait of a young writer, Leaving
the Atocha Station, permeates the story and the narrator’s telling of it,
and this question of expression is as fascinating as the plot.

Along the way, discomfiting imagery — a child tapping menacingly
on a car window, urine the consistency of pudding, salt crammed into
mouths in accordance with an ancient remedy — keeps one from lin-
gering too long on any given page. Some of the most disturbing scenes

J ed I ous B Oy /I By Rebecca Shapiro

American Dervish
By Ayad Akhtar (Little, Brown, 368 pages, $24.99)

In Ian McEwan’s novel Atonement, a thirteen-year-old girl in pre-
war England makes a terrible mistake. Led astray by a head full of
melodramatic stories, Briony Tallis callously breaks up a romantic
relationship, creating a rift that opens into a chasm, leaving two
lives ruined and her own eclipsed by guilt.

Had Atonement been set in suburban Milwaukee, circa 1981,
and had Briony been a Pakistani-American boy, she’d have been a
dead ringer for Hayat Shah, the narrator of American Dervish, the
much-anticipated debut novel from Ayad Akhtar *03SOA. Like
Briony, Hayat is responsible for the demise of an important rela-
tionship and the tragic chain of events that follows it. But while
Briony is inspired by fiction, the voice in Hayat’s head — his moral
compass — is Muslim fundamentalism.

Hayat doesn’t start out as a zealot. The only child of educated,
secular parents, he sees Islam as a minor inconvenience, something
that excludes him from the church ice-cream social and the school-
cafeteria line on hot-dog days. His father, Naveed, a philandering
doctor who hides liquor bottles in his car, is firmly opposed to
religion, while his mother, Muneer, is more improvisational. She
adheres strictly to some traditions but also exercises her own spiri-
tual whim, pulling Hayat out of school on Yom Kippur, for exam-
ple, having been touched by the holiday’s spirit of repentance and

occur after Sam’s hypotheses land him a research gig in the labora-
tory complex of some mysterious authority. Amid horrors, he must
wonder: for whom am I working? For whom is language working?

Sam’s tale is one of a man who tries and hopes, but his tone
is defeatist and sarcastic. (Marcus has reported laughter at some
readings, but The Flame Alphabet is most definitely not a comedy.)
Sam acknowledges his scientific failures, sometimes shifting into
the second person to address the unknown reader. Fine, he asserts
for much of the novel, I don’t need to communicate; I only need
my family to be reunited. “My shame would be safely contained
inside what was left of me. Barring some miracle, I'd never be able
to tell this story. It could die with me.” But he did tell that story, of
course, through hundreds of pages of prose — the one irony that
seems to escape this self-aware character.

Whether he speaks or doesn’t speak, in some way he dies.
It’s scriptural Esther’s conundrum: does one stay quiet against
impulse, or to follow that impulse without regret?

forgiveness. If Muneer, who trained as a Freudian psychologist
but was forced to give up her career for marriage, has a parenting
goal, it is not that Hayat grow up to be a pious man but, rather,
simply a good one, particularly where women are concerned:
“When a Muslim woman is too smart, she pays the price for it . . .
in abuse,” she warns, dramatically. “That’s why I’'m bringing you
up differently, so that you learn how to respect a woman.”

Then, suddenly, there is a woman: Muneer’s best friend, Mina, who
flees a dismal marriage in Pakistan and comes with her four-year-old
son to live with the Shahs. Eleven-year-old Hayat is wary, but Mina
turns out to be the stuff of preadolescent fantasy — breathtakingly
beautiful, with just enough charm and confidence to give him hope
(“She smiled and I was struck,” he says when they pick her up at the
airport, paving the way for an onslaught of coming-of-age clichés).

Soon, Mina is inviting Hayat to her room for nightly stories from
the Koran, against his father’s will. Mina is relatively secular, too,
with no headscarf and an eye toward a career as a beauty techni-
cian, but she has a devotion to the Koran that is intellectual, almost
artistic. For her, Allah is a benevolent, peaceful source. “Allah will
always forgive you, no matter what you do,” she reminds Hayat.

With Mina’s encouragement, Hayat begins not just to study
the Koran but to memorize it, the first step toward becoming a
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This year, the Columbia Alumni Association challenges you to do OT1€ T1EW Columbia ﬂ’lil’lg:

alumni.columbia.edu/CAAchallenge

B Come to a club event near you
Come to your reunion

Update your directory listing

B post a class note

B 1nterview prospective undergrads

W posta job online
Join the Columbia Alumni Arts League
Call an old classmate
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B Forward the CAA newsletter

B Read Columbia magazine online

Tune in to a CAA webcast

Hire a Columbian
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Find ways to connect at alumni.columbia.edu—or invent your own.

E-mail us at caa-challenge@ columbia.edu and let us know how it went.
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