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Masonic Medical Research Laboratory to 
Invest $2.75 Million to Upgrade Research 
Facilities
For the first time in over a 
decade, construction hammers 
are flying and new high tech 
lab equipment will be moving 
in at the Masonic Medical 
Research Laboratory (MMRL). 
Representatives from the 
Grand Lodge of Free and 
Accepted Masons of the State 
of New York, MMRL, the New 
York State Regional Economic 
Development Council, Mohawk 
Valley Health System and 
elected officials gathered on 

Friday, June 23 to announce the 
kickoff of a major renovation of 
the Utica-based Laboratory. 

The kickoff coincided with 
the announcement from 
the New York State Regional 
Economic Development Council 
that the Laboratory will be 
receiving $550,000 in economic 
development funds to help 
offset the cost of the $2.75 
million renovation. Dr. Erasmus 
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Schneider, Associate Director for 
Research and Technology and 
Faculty Member, Wadsworth 
School of Laboratory Sciences, 
was on hand representing 
Governor Cuomo to highlight 
the value of enhanced research 
facilities in the Mohawk Valley. 

“This expansion and 
modernization is a vital 
advancement in the 
Laboratory’s life-saving research. 
As you begin construction 
today, you are fulfilling strategic 
goals in the area of health care 
and wellness and keeping up 
with cutting-edge medical 
technology. On behalf of 
all New Yorkers, I gratefully 
acknowledge the leadership 
and commitment of those 
involved with this renovation of 
the Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory,” said a letter from 
Governor Cuomo read by Dr. 
Schneider.

The renovation of the second 
and third floors of MMRL is a 
long overdue project. MMRL has 

expanded its footprint several 
times during its 60-year history, 
including a major addition in 
1988 when a second floor was 
added to the Royal Arch Masons 
Wing. In 2002, a $400,000 
renovation project brought 
the facility up to date with 
handicapped accessibility and 

other aesthetic improvements 
to the building’s facade. The last 
major addition occurred in 2004, 
when the $2 million molecular 
genetics and molecular biology 
wing opened.

“We often say that money 
spent on treatment benefits 
the patient, money spent on 
research benefits humanity. I 
believe that this investment 
has the potential to save lives 
and help people in the region, 
across the country and around 
the world,” said R∴W∴ David F. 
Schneeweiss, President of the 
MMRL Board of Directors. “We 
want to thank Governor Cuomo 
and his staff as well as our Utica 
area legislators for supporting 
this project which is vital to 
helping us recruit and retain 
the scientists who will use these 

Dr. Erasmus Schneider, Associate Director for Research and Technology and 
Faculty Member, Wadsworth School of  Laboratory Sciences

From L-R New York State Senator Joseph Griffo, M∴W∴ Jeffrey M. Williamson 
Grand Master of  the Grand Lodge of  Free and Accepted Masons in the State 
of  New York, R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss President of  MMRL Board of  
Directors, and New York State Assemblyman Anthony Brindisi.
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new facilities to make cutting-
edge discoveries with the 
potential to save lives.”

Both the second and third floors 
will be entirely reconfigured, 
with the second floor having 
an updated, open concept 
laboratory space, fit with 
modern laboratory modules 
similar to the genetics 
wing. There will be general 
high technology advances 
throughout the third floor. 

Electrical, plumbing, and 
HVAC systems will be updated 
as necessary to support the 
renovations and new equipment 
being installed. The renovated 
space will help transition 
traditional electrophysiology 
to more innovative research 
that both combines and 
coordinates electrophysiology 
with molecular biology and 
molecular genetics technology.

New York State is contributing 
$550,000 of the $2.75 million 
project, with the rest of the 
funds coming from a mix of the 
Laboratory’s resources, which 
include both current funds and 
future fundraising efforts. 

As the project moves forward, 
MMRL will be posting to its 
website and social media 
channels with photos and 
updates.   

Grand Chapter of the State of New York, Royal Arch Masons 
Remember R∴E∴ Aldo Ghirarduzzi

In stark contrast to the revelry 
occurring just outside the 
Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory during St. John’s Day 
Weekend 2017, the mood was 
solemn inside the Laboratory as 
Lady Gloria Ghirarduzzi rose to 
speak about her late husband, 
R∴E∴ Aldo Ghirarduzzi, Treasurer 
Emeritus of the Grand Chapter 
of the State of New York, Royal 
Arch Masons. 

During a ceremony recognizing 
R∴E∴ Ghirarduzzi, several 
speakers shared heartfelt 
tributes to their former brother. 
Representatives from the 
Grand Chapter of the State of 
New York, Royal Arch Masons 
presented a donation in his 
memory to R∴W∴ David F. 
Schneeweiss, the President of 
the MMRL Board of Directors. 
During his lifetime, R∴E∴ 
Ghirarduzzi was a fervent 
supporter of MMRL and the 
research conducted there.

From L-R: M∴W∴ Jeffrey M. Williamson Grand Master of  the Grand Lodge of  
Free and Accepted Masons in the State of  New York, Lady Gloria Ghirarduzzi, 
M∴E∴ Bruce E. Testut, Grand High Priest, Grand Chapter of  Royal Arch 
Masons in New York and R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss, President of  MMRL 
Board of  Directors

The Grand Chapter honored 
R∴E∴ Ghirarduzzi’s memory with 
a brick in the entrance area of 
the Royal Arch Masons wing at 
MMRL. Following the ceremony, 
a reception in his honor was 

held in the MMRL auditorium 
and attended by the Grand 
Lines of Grand Lodge and Grand 
Chapter, the MMRL Board and 
friends.
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M:.E:. W. Bruce Renner, Past Grand High Priest, Grand Chapter 
the State of New York Royal Arch Masons Honored at MMRL

On Saturday, June 24 the Royal 
Arch Masons gathered to honor 
one of their own. At a ceremony 
held in the Masonic Medical 
Research Laboratory, during 
St. John’s Day Weekend 2017, 
M∴W∴ Jeffrey M. Williamson 
Grand Master of the Grand 
Lodge of Free and Accepted 
Masons in the State of New York, 
and R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss, 
President of MMRL Board of 
Directors honored M∴E∴ W. 
Bruce Renner, Past Grand High 
Priest, Grand Chapter the State 
of New York Royal Arch Masons. 
The Royal Arch Masons made a 
generous gift in Renner’s honor 
to support research at MMRL. 
That gift is now part of the 
ever-growing Roswell T. Swits 
Vine of Life, which recognizes 
benefactors of MMRL.

R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss, 
hosted the event, and there 
were comments by M∴E∴ 
Bruce Testut, Grand High Priest, 
and M∴E∴ Michael T. Dunn, 
Grand Secretary, on Bruce’s 
accomplishments over many 
years of service to Capitular 
Masonry. Renner offered a 
brief, but thoughtful thank 
you. The event was rounded off 
by a rousing allocution by the 
Grand Master, M∴W∴ Jeffrey 
M. Williamson, who reminded 
everyone there that he was 
really present as a Grand High 
Priest to recognize M∴E∴ 
Bruce Renner’s exemplary and 
enduring service over the many 
years.

From L-R: R∴W∴ David F. Schneeweiss, President of  MMRL Board of  
Directors, M∴E∴ Bruce Testut, Grand High Priest, M∴E∴ W. Bruce Renner, 
Past Grand High Priest, Grand Chapter the State of  New York Royal Arch 
Masons, and M∴W∴ Jeffrey M. Williamson Grand Master of  the Grand Lodge 
of  Free and Accepted Masons in the State of  New York.



Local and International Students Complete Summer Fellowships 
at Masonic Medical Research Laboratory

On Thursday, July 27, four 
undergraduates representing 
colleges and universities from 
across the East Coast along 
with three university students 
from Mexico completed the 
Summer Fellowship Program at 
the Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory (MMRL) in Utica. 

This year, the program 
welcomed three students from 
the Genomic Biotechnology at 
the Autonomous University of 
Sinaloa in Mexico. Their work 
at MMRL focused on various 
cellular mutations related 
to sudden cardiac death 
syndromes. They worked under 
the supervision of Dr. Hector 

Barajas-Martinez, a research 
scientist in molecular genetics 
and experimental cardiology, 
and clinical laboratory director. 

“Heart disease does not know 
international borders, it affects 
people of every country, so our 
work is as important in Mexico 

Front row From L-R: Dr. Gary Aistrup, Dr. Dan Hu, Yajaira Alvarado, Taylor Lawton, Samuel Olcyzk, Dr. Hector 
Barajas-Martinez and Dr. Jonathan Cordeiro. Back row from L-R: Alicia Barnes, Zachary Williams, Jose Acuna Ochoa, 
Vianca Ibarra, and Robert Goodrow, Jr. 

as in the United States,” said Dr. 
Barajas-Martinez. 

“MMRL is an internationally 
recognized center for cardiac 
research, so having visiting 
summer fellows from the 

Genomic Biotechnology at 
the Autonomous University 
of Sinaloa in Mexico, come 
to Utica, for the summer 
demonstrates our commitment 
to training the next generation 
of scientists both here in the US 
and abroad.”

For all of the students, the 
10-week program gives them 
hands-on experience working 
under the direction of MMRL 
research scientists. Each student 
is paired with a scientist and 

(cont. on next page)
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over the two and a half months, 
they assist the scientists with 
tasks such as studying genetic 
abnormalities that lead to heart 
disease in young people. 

“The Summer Fellowship 
Program is a point of pride 
among the staff at the Masonic 
Medical Research Laboratory. 
We are fortunate to have a 
group of dedicated and highly 
accomplished scientists doing 
cutting edge research, but 
their interest in guiding and 
cultivating the next generation 
of students is where we truly 
shine,” said Dr. Gary Aistrup, 
Summer Fellowship Program 
director. “And over the years 
we have seen first-hand the 
products of our program as 
many fellows go on to pursue 
careers in STEM by becoming 
physicians, scientists or 
engineers.”

For all of the students, the 
Summer Fellows Program 
provides “real world” experience 
in a working research 
laboratory.  

“I am looking forward to 
working in a laboratory 
and contributing to the 
improvement of human 
health. My passion for science 
and medicine is very strong,” 
said Alicia Barnes, a Biology 
and Psychology major at 
Cazenovia College who hails 
from Waterville, N.Y. “I know 
that taking part in the Summer 
Fellowship Program at MMRL 
brings me one step closer to 
reaching these goals, and it has 
been a privilege to be part of 
the Fellowship Program.”

From L-R: Alicia Barnes, Zachary Williams, Yajaira Alvarado, Jose Acuna 
Ochoa, Vianca Ibarra, Samuel Olcyzk, and Taylor Lawton.

For over 50 years the Masonic 
Medical Research Laboratory 
has mentored and inspired 
talented undergraduates as 
they pursue careers in science, 
technology, engineering and 
math (STEM). The Summer 
Fellowship program owes its 
longevity to the many generous 
sponsors whose gifts or grants 
have helped to underwrite the 
cost of the program. Without 
their financial support, many 
students would have to choose 
between gaining valuable 
experience in the lab and 
getting a job just to make 
money for school. 
 
Sponsors for this year’s students 
include: Verizon Foundation, 
American Heart Association, 
Slocum-Dickson Foundation and 
Utica Lodge 47, F&AM.

This year’s class of Summer 
Fellows includes: 

•	 Yajaira Alvarado (Autonomous 
University of Sinaloa) from 
Mexico;

•	 Alicia Barnes (Cazenovia 
College) from Waterville, NY;

•	 Vianca Ibarra, (Autonomous 
University of Sinaloa) from 
Mexico;

•	 Taylor Lawton (Mohawk Valley 
Community College) from 
Frankfort, NY;

•	 Jose Acuna Ochoa, 
(Autonomous University of 
Sinaloa) from Mexico;

•	 Samuel Olczyk (Albany College 
of Pharmacy and Health 
Sciences) from Holland Patent, 
NY; and

•	 Zachary Williams (George 
Washington University) from 
Ballston Spa, NY.

This year’s Summer Fellows will 
join a distinguished group of 
over 400 students who have 
participated in the MMRL 
Summer Fellowship Program.  
Visit mmrl.edu to learn more 
about the Summer Fellowship 
Program. Applications for next 
year’s Summer Fellowship 
Program will be available online 
January 2018.
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MMRL Welcomes New Research Assistant Alida Cooke

For new research assistant Alida 
Cooke, starting at the MMRL is 
a homecoming of sorts. Cooke 
grew up a mere 50 miles down 
the Thruway in Fayetteville, NY a 
suburb of Syracuse. 

In her new position, Cooke 
will be working in the stem 
cell lab under the direction of 
Dr. Gary Aistrup. Her primary 
focus will be on trying to take 
cardiomyocytes (heart cells) 
derived from human induced 
stem cells (hiPSCs) and mature 
them so they can be used as a 

better human disease and drug-
testing models. Such hiPSC 
models can have the additional 
advantage of being patient 
specific. 

“Alida has been a fantastic 
addition to the MMRL research 
team,” said Dr. Aistrup. “Her 
educational background 
in Biomedical Engineering, 
combined with her precise 
attention to detail and 
her friendly and outgoing 
personality make her the perfect 
fit at MMRL in building upon our 
multidisciplinary approach to 
cardiovascular research.”

She returns to Upstate New 
York after recently completing 
her master’s degree with a 
perfect 4.0 GPA in Biomedical 
Engineering at Carnegie 
Mellon University in Pittsburgh. 
Prior to that, Cooke did 
her undergraduate work 
at Binghamton University 
earning a bachelor’s degree in 
Bioengineering. 

“It is truly an honor to be 
working at the MMRL,” said 
Cooke. “The people that I am 
getting the chance to work 
with are leaders in their fields. 
When I look up articles for 
reference on cardiology or stem 
cells, I see their names on the 
papers or their papers cited, it 
is truly amazing. Through my 
graduate studies in biomedical 
engineering I was able to focus 
on stem cell technology and 
tissue engineering as well as the 
cardiac system as a whole, this 
made this job a perfect fit for 
my interest and experience. I am 
really excited to be part of the 
research being conducted here 
which could help lead to life-
saving discoveries.”

The Masonic world is not new 
to Cooke; her mother, S. Sarah 
Cooke, is Associate Matron of 
Onondaga Star Chapter # 144, 
Onondaga District, Order of the 
Eastern Star.

Project Fibonacci Brings Students from Across the Country to 
MMRL for Tour and Panel Discussion

More than sixty students 
attending the 2017 Project 
Fibonacci Youth Leadership 
Conference visited the Masonic 
Medical Research Laboratory 
(MMRL) on Tuesday, August 
1. The students came from 
across the country to Rome, 

NY for the annual conference 
where they spend a week 
participating in hands-on, 
project based immersive 
learning environments designed 
to help inspire them to consider 
potential careers paths in 
scientific and medical research.

At MMRL, the young scholars, 
ranging from high school 
juniors to college seniors, 
toured the laboratories and 
engaged with the MMRL’s 
scientific staff. Students visited 
the stem cell laboratory, as well 
as the molecular genetics and 

(cont. on next page)
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electrophysiology laboratories 
and engaged with leading 
researchers such as Dr. Gary 
Aistrup, who is investigating the 
causes of cardiac arrhythmias at 
the cellular level. Dr. Aistrup also 
serves as the MMRL Director of 
Education and is working with 
the Project Fibonacci team to 
create a meaningful educational 
experience for program 
participants. 

“It is incredibly rewarding for 
me to help inspire the next 
generation of scientists and 
researchers, and it is one of 
the things that I found most 

appealing about MMRL, 
their commitment to sharing 
knowledge and mentoring 
young people,” said Dr. Aistrup. 
“Project Fibonacci is an 
extremely valuable program 
that deserves recognition for 
the important contributions it is 
making in the field.” 

Following the tour, students 
participated in a panel 
discussion with MMRL 
researchers where they were 
able to ask questions and get 
direct feedback. This was the 
second year that MMRL has 
hosted the Project Fibonacci 
conference. 
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MMRL Summer 
Fellows Help Children 
Learn About Science

On July 19, a group of  10 children 
(ages 5-12) from the Masonic child 
care summer program attended an 
interactive science demonstration 
at the Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory auditorium. This is 
the fourth year that MMRL has 
hosted the youth. The goal of  the 
event is to help kids get interested in 
science in a very hands-on way. The 
demonstrations were led by MMRL’s 
summer fellows and included learning 
about chemical reactions, the science 
of  magnets and even some astronomy. 



59 Years of Freemason Support

MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH LABORATORY:

Celebrating the difference made 
by the Freemasons 

Why is your philanthropic participation 

so important? Annual gifts help ensure 

MMRL continues to be an internationally 

recognized biomedical research institute 

and helps the Laboratory attract the best 

and brightest scientific talent. Your 

participation demonstrates satisfaction and 

shows the world you believe in investing in 

our research to benefit humanity. 

ONLINE: www.mmrl.edu/donate

BY PHONE: 

BY MAIL: 

(888) 888-MMRL

MMRL 
2150 Bleecker Street 
Utica, New York 13501 

Please participate today!



AGE RATE

Payments for life, a portion of 

which may be tax-free. 

Guaranteed fixed payments at a 

rate up to 9% depending on your 

age(s). 

A current income tax deduction for 

a portion of your gift. 

Most importantly, your gift 

supports vital research and 

educational programs at MMRL. 

90+ 

85 

80 

75 

70 

65

9.0% 
 

7.8% 
 

6.8% 
 

5.8% 
 

5.1% 
 

4.7%

For more information please contact:
Alex Simon

Director of Development
(315) 624-7483

MAY WE WRITE YOU 
A CHECK?

Support the future of MMRL with a 
Charitable Gift Annuity. 

The CGA is among the simplest and 

most popular planned giving vehicles 

available. In exchange for your gift of 

$10,000 or more, MMRL guarantees 

fixed annuity payments for you and/or a 

loved one.

$15,800 
 

$14,245
 

$12,669 
 

$11,625 
 

$10,487 
 

$9,034

$2,250 

$1,950 

$1,700 
. 

$1,450 

$1,275 

$1,175

Age Rate Deduction
Annual 
Income

Based on $25,000 cash gift using annuity rates which 
are subject to change
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