
Biochemistry’s Unknown “Angel” 
  
Every year for over ten years, one or more graduate students has received a supplement of 500$ 
to attend a scientific event if he/she is actively participating by presenting a communication. The 
history of the fund providing this stipend is as follows. 
  
In the late 1980’s a cheque for 10,000$ arrived on my desk from a lady in Hardesty Alta. I had no 
idea where Hardesty was and quickly looked it up on the map. A small town in south central 
Alberta. The lady in question wanted the money used for Cancer Research and she expressed the 
hope that at McGill University we would show more “wisdom” in knowing how to spend the 
money for Cancer Research than another major Institution in which she had become disappointed. 
In the years that followed the question of McGill versus Toronto was never raised again. 
 
When I received the first cheque, I immediately wrote back to Ms. McKinnell and told her that 
her cheque had reached the Chair of the Department of Biochemistry, and that although we 
weren’t a group dedicated solely to doing cancer research, this aspect of research was actively 
pursued by several members of the Department. The answer seemed to satisfy our unknown 
benefactor. 
 
For the next three years there was an annual cheque and of course some personal correspondence 
between us. 
 
Once, I tried to meet our friend in person when I had some University business in Alberta, but my 
efforts failed. I could not contact her by mail or phone and returned to Montreal without making a 
personal encounter. Later, she wrote to say that she had been hospitalized. It was then I learned 
that she had a malignant growth. 
 
One more annual cheque appeared and then the sad news that she had passed away. She had, 
however, remembered this Department in her will and left an endowment of 100,000$ to be used 
for research - not administration. 
 
Supporting worthy students to expand their horizons and getting critical exposure of their work in 
the broadest scientific community seemed to us precisely the kind of project that would have 
pleased Ms. McKinnell, who had spent her adult life as a pharmacist. 
 
When the fund was set up, the interest on the fund was used to help the graduate students in this 
Department attend a scientific meeting after the second year of graduate work and thereby 
sharpen their scientific skills in a venue outside their home base. 
 
It is my hope that past and future recipients of this award will appreciate our special “angel” and 
live up to her high hopes for research in the Department of Biochemistry at McGill University 
  
  
Rose M. Johnstone Ph.D. FRSC 
Emeritus Gilman Cheney Professor of Biochemistry  
  
 


