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Obituary 

Folke K. Skoog 1908-2001 
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Folke Skoog, a renowned plant physiologist who discovered a major new class of 
plant hormones, the cytokinins, died in Madison, Wisconsin, USA, on February 
15 at the age of 92. He had experienced declining health for several years. Folke 
is survived by his wife Birgit, his daughter Karin, son-in-law David Shepard, and 
three teenage grandsons, all of Madison. 

Folke was born on July 15, 1908, in Halland, Sweden. While visiting Cali- 
fornia in 1925 as a high school student, he decided to stay in the United States; he 
became a naturalized citizen ten years later. He received a bachelor of science de- 
gree in chemistry at the California Institute of Technology in 1932. Also, in 1932, 
he competed in the summer Olympics, placing fourth in the 1500-meter race. He 
received his PhD in biology at Caltech in 1936 for pioneering studies on auxin. 
Several members of the Caltech Biology Department at the time became lifelong 
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friends with Folke, including Kenneth Thimann, Johannes van Overbeek and Frits 
Went. In the next few years Folke held various positions at UC-Berkeley, Harvard 
and Johns Hopkins; then, for two years during the war, he served as Chemist and 
Technical Representative attached to the US Army in Europe. 

Folke arrived at the University of Wisconsin in the fall of 1947 at the age of 
38, a new associate professor in a botany department debilitated by the war years. 
He quickly developed personal relationships with members of the administration 
and leading figures on the agriculture campus, and he provided advice and estab- 
lished numerous collaborations, many of which ranged considerably beyond his 
primary research interests. The effect of all this was to rejuvenate the department 
and give it campus leadership in basic research in the plant sciences. 

At Wisconsin, Folke and his students used excised tobacco pith tissues in 
the quest for unknown plant growth factors. They soon found that the cells failed 
to divide and grow unless some vascular tissue was left attached or an extract of it 
was added. This led to the detection of cell division activity in several natural 
products and to the isolation of ,'kinetin" from aged herring sperm DNA in 1954 
by Carlos Miller, at the time a postdoc in Skoog's laboratory. Collaborative work 
between Skoog's group and F.M. Strong's laboratory in the Biochemistry Depart- 
ment at the University of Wisconsin led to the identification of kinetin as 
N6-furfuryladenine and to the synthesis of N6-benzyladenine and other com- 
pounds of related structure possessing similar biological activity; these were ge- 
nerically named cytokinins. For more than 20 years, Skoog's group also 
collaborated with Nelson J. Leonard, a chemist at the University of Illinois, in 
synthesizing and testing hundreds of possible cytokinins and antagonists, and in 
establishing the principles governing their structure-activity relationships. 

Folke Skoog was also a pioneer in investigating how to control the forma- 
tion of roots, stems and leaves from undifferentiated cells in plant tissue cultures. 
He established that, by manipulating the proportions of cytokinins and auxins in 
the culture media, the formation of organs from undifferentiated callus tissue 
could be controlled to a remarkable degree. His concept that regulatory control of 
plant development is exerted by the relative levels of hormones and other factors 
led to the modification of a number of physiological concepts and horticultural 
practices, and his demonstration that whole plants can be generated from cultured 
cells helped lay the groundwork for the production of transgenic plants and other 
advances in biotechnology. In 1962, he and Toshio Murashige published a culture 
medium of defined composition for the optimal growth of plant tissues; the 
Murashige and Skoog medium remains in widespread use. 

Folke's early years at Wisconsin were exhilarating for all of us associated 
with him. With his overt energy and drive, his intensity and eagerness in research, 
and his warm personal interest in everyone around him, he drew us all into his cir- 
cle. He was advisor, critic, advocate and friend. It made no difference whether 
you were a student of his (and I was not), he treated you like one of his own. If 
Folke hadn't seen yon yet that day, he would look at you quizzically and ask how 
you were doing, and often he would respond to your reply with a lightning-quick 
witticism, his good-natured banter conveying his genuine interest in your 
well-being. He was remarkably accessible and totally devoid of airs. A graduate 
student could drop by his office any time and find a sympathetic ear and 
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perceptive advice. Afternoon coffee hours, with Folke presiding over much 
joshing, were highlights for his students, associates, and for him. Many fascinat- 
ing visitors, some being longfime friends of Folke, and others attracted to Madi- 
son by his reputation, showed up at the coffee hour, giving us a once-in-a-lifetime 
chance to visit with them in an informal setting: Kenneth Thimann, Frits Went, 
Robert Emerson and Sir Rutherford Robertson, to name a few, from the early 
years. 

Folke's activities were extraordinarily varied and productive, both on and 
off campus. He was on numerous national panels and study sections and was ac- 
tive in several scientific societies, eventually serving as president of five of them. 
He was elected to the National Academy of Sciences in 1956. Many other honors 
were to follow in later years, including memberships in foreign academies and 
several honorary degrees, culminating in the award of the National Medal of Sci- 
ence in a ceremony at the White House in 1991. 

His leadership on the campus was manifested in ways that have had a last- 
ing impact. For example, he was the initiator and prime mover in the establish- 
ment of the Biotron for the study of plants and animals under controlled 
environments. Also, he was the driving force behind the establishment in the 
mid-1960's of the highly successful Biocore program at Wisconsin. He argued 
persuasively that biology majors would be much better educated if they first re- 
ceived a grounding in physics and chemistry, and then, building on this founda- 
tion, they took courses in biology in logical sequence. 

In personality, Folke was a lively and stimulating companion, whose re- 
marks even in casual conversation conveyed depth and clarity of thought. He was 
also known for his quick repartee and mordant comments. (When asked his opin- 
ion of the Memoirs of deceased members of the National Academy, he observed: 
"There should be more of them.") He and Birgit had scores of friends scattered 
literally around the world, many of whom were truly close friends. The Skoogs 
treasured their friends and kept in frequent touch by letter and phone. Folke's stu- 
dents bore a deep affection for him, and a high proportion wrote, called or visited 
him and Birgit later in life. 

Folke was exceedingly careful and rigorous in examining experimental data, 
using the data from his own lab and sensitivity to the growth of his tissue cultures 
to detect important clues for further research. As he put it modestly in an inter- 
view late in life, he had "a fairly long nose in smelling out problems, and blind 
perseverance in trying to bring matters to a conclusion." Owing to his widely ac- 
knowledged insight into biological phenomena, high professional standards, inci- 
sive views and leadership qualities, he exerted an exceptional impact on the 
course and quality of research in the plant sciences internationally for fifty years. 

- -  Eldon H. Newcomb 
Folke Skoog Professor of Botany Emeritus 

University of Wisconsin-Madison 
enewcomb@facstaff.wisc.edu 
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