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It’s the action, not the fruit of the action, that’s important. You have to do the right thing. It may not be in your power, may not be in your time, that there’ll be any fruit.

But that doesn’t mean you stop doing the right thing. You may never know what results come from your action. But if you do nothing, there will be no result.

—Mahatma Gandhi





PART ONE

Frank’s Perspective





PROLOGUE

Why Now?

The real safeguard of democracy is education.

—Franklin Roosevelt

Dealing with those vulgar souls whose narrow optics can see little but the little circle of their own selfish concerns.

—Robert Morris to Alexander Hamilton

The forced ending of my scientific career in 2013 was both personally and professionally disturbing to me.

However, it allowed me to join my wife Sandy, who was ready to retire after an excellent career in science, in our favorite place in the world, Carlsbad, California, a magical location next to the Pacific Ocean, just north of San Diego. To my pleasant surprise, the move also proved to be liberating. Most people reach a point in their careers where all the institutional politics and backstabbing hinder the creativity which first drew them to the profession. My absence from the National Cancer Institute (partly located on the grounds of the former United States Biological Warfare Weapons Laboratories at Fort Detrick) in Frederick, Maryland, my home for thirty-eight years, allowed me to reevaluate all the events in my career that rushed by in a blur.

I’ve grown to appreciate the truth of Allen Saunders’s statement that “Life is what happens to us while we are making other plans.” My understanding of what has happened to medical research in its application to public health in the overall context of American history during my lifetime has become dramatically clearer.

My career choice was to join what I considered to be an ancient and honorable society of scholars, which I joined in May 1972, upon earning my PhD. In this contemporary climate of increasing contempt for intellectual honesty, along with the delegitimizing of expertise, one may reasonably ask, why bother?

I believe we should “bother” because, as Gandhi’s statement at the opening of this book said, the single most important obligation of a scholar is the production of knowledge. Knowledge in most fields, but most notably in science, has a long incubation period and has to be laboriously developed. Then, in a more difficult exercise, it must be communicated to a rightfully skeptical conservative audience, bound to the status quo. Skepticism is one thing, but I have found acceptance of paradigm-changing work by many medical researchers, more interested in protecting their own place in the hierarchy than in advancing knowledge, typically goes through a three-step process.

The first step is “no, you’re wrong.”

The second is “no, you’re dead wrong.”

The third is “I knew it all the time.” This acceptance can take decades.

One of the more disturbing modern trends in science is the new cottage industry of completely twisting the truth for one’s political agenda. Many of the results in scientific papers cannot be reproduced in the short term, mostly because of technical differences between the labs. The use of these facts by politically motivated citizens and scientists alike to deny science they do not like is often misused to discredit paradigm-changing science. This behavior is not only intellectually dishonest, but displays a complete misunderstanding of the scientific process. The rush to discredit these publications and even force retractions does a foolhardy disservice to scientific scholarship. In paraphrasing scientists from Darwin to Planck, a scientist should not fret over convincing one’s peers. But instead, make certain the work appears in the next generation’s textbooks. New knowledge that stands the test of time makes life sweeter in the succeeding generations.

The misuse of the scientific process by these individuals has the power to corrupt and cheat many brilliant and honest scientists of their rightful place in history. From the very beginnings of our history, Robert Morris and Alexander Hamilton, whose economic brilliance saved the American cause in the revolution and the new country, knew shallow, moneyed self-interests were the biggest threat to the republic. To whitewash their crimes and self-aggrandize their own personal achievements, the powerful elite have the ability to impugn and expunge the work of my collaborators, especially Judy Mikovits. While I am content in the knowledge that, we have made life sweeter for people, regardless of what my peers and their enablers may say, I am not comfortable that the mendacities and misdeeds of these unethical contemporaries go unrecognized.

Given the ability of objective facts to be twisted and turned into untruths, it’s almost certain this will happen to most of what I say here, including my right to be called a scholar. The hardest thing to do is to know the value of one’s own achievements, regardless of the opinions of others. Success in this world is often a mirage, the result of being praised by others or lavished with awards and money, regardless of whether the work has merit or not. Strive for achievement, not the praise of the world.

While struggling to develop a science career in the 1970s, it did not dawn on me that during the next fifty years an increasingly corrupt corporate apparatus was placing most people into economic slavery, where the important decisions concerning every aspect of our lives would be made by the rich elite, who are protected from any political or social consequences.

How did this happen? Corporate America is killing democracy.

The lion’s share of the fault lies with the government whose duty it is to protect its citizens and instead allowed the development of crony capitalism, which is based on a close relationship between rich businessmen and the state. Instead of success being determined by a free market, it is determined by state favoritism in terms of tax breaks, little regulation, and grants.

Think about how different our world is now from 1970. Every aspect of our lives is controlled by the monopolization of corporate America, which makes it easier for foul people to control and undermine our freedoms. Banks are too big to fail, which is socialism for the rich. This has allowed corruption on a worldwide scale. This has led to our increasingly concentrated and corrupt medical system, which is literally killing us, led by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID), and the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Since the 1870s, the Republican Party has been a pro-business organization that corrupted the public trough and has given us J. P. Morgan, the monopolist banker, then Andrew Mellon, the robber baron/treasurer who caused the Great Depression, and Michael Milken, the “greed is good” junk bond king

The Democratic Party has joined them in becoming the world’s second greatest pro-business party, completely disowning the working man, the middle class, and social justice. The strength of a representative form of government is that we the citizens can fix these massive problems. Most issues are so complex that considerable education is required to make decisions.

But do we have the guts to accomplish returning the government to the people? Do we have the guts to end the rampant corruption?





CHAPTER ONE

Science Saves My Life

An unhappy childhood compels you to use your imagination to create a world in which you can be happy. Use your old grief, that’s the gift you’re given.

—Sue Grafton

As a young boy, I knew nothing of the dark side of organizations that regulate an individual’s life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness. I did not realize how much I would find myself in conflict with them over the course of my career. I love to collaborate with people of integrity, and nothing thrills me as much as a provocative question, the answer to which holds the promise of making the lives of millions of people better. But the organizations which cherish such values are few, and I worry that they are continuing to diminish.

My story is as ordinary in its details as millions of my countrymen. Charles Wildberger, my maternal grandfather, was born in New Jersey from parents who emigrated from Switzerland. He married Emma Steffe, whose parents immigrated to the United States from Prussia to escape conscription in the Franco-Prussian war of 1871. They had three sons and six daughters, including my mother Dorothy.

After serving in the Italian army as an ambulance driver on the Austrian front in World War I, my paternal grandfather Dominico immigrated to the United States alone in 1920. He worked as a machine worker to support his wife Cecelia, his daughter Clementine, age ten, and his son Frank, age fourteen, which eventually allowed them to leave Italy in 1928 and join him in America.

It was fortuitous that Dominico immigrated alone in 1920 because the Immigration Act of 1924 barred Southern and Eastern Europeans. Italian immigration dropped 90–95 percent. If he’d waited past 1924, I likely would not have been born, for my father and mother would have been separated by an ocean. Some of my eventual critics might have considered that a blessing.

Dominico always used the Ruscitti spelling of the last name. The first time Ruscetti was used was on my parents’ marriage license in 1938.

Years later, my mother told me that Dominico had displayed the medals he was awarded for courage as an ambulance driver on the Austrian front during WWI on the mantelpiece. But as the Italian fascists entered World War II, he took them down and would never show them to me when I asked. He would only volunteer that war was bad and shake his head, a veil of silence descending around him. To this day, reading A Farewell to Arms makes me think of my grandfather. Both my grandfather and father, much to my regret, refused to teach me Italian. They both had seen too many “Italians need not apply” signs and said that, to get ahead in America, I should only speak English.

When I hear people speak disparagingly of immigrants today, I can only remember my family history. America was certainly better than where my parents had come from, but it was still far from being the “shining city on a hill.” We so often think that people of all ethnic backgrounds have gained equality in America, but we’re but a few generations removed from rampant racism, lynchings, physical abuse, and other types of injustice, which could return. Clearly, we have similar injustices today, just primarily aimed at different groups of people. Also, modern problems like the wholesale censoring of those who question the medical mainstream narrative have arisen. The veneer of civilization is thin, a fact we would do well to remember in 2021.

I was born on February 6, 1943, while the Russians were winning the European front of World War II in the streets of Stalingrad. Blizzards were also belting Boston, causing me to spend the first four days of my life in the hospital. Coming of age in Boston, a city rigidly segregated along ethnic lines with obvious class tensions, was both good and bad, with the Cabots, Lodges, and Lowells struggling to retain their power against rising Irish upstarts like the Curleys and the Kennedys.

Despite never having much money, there was plenty to do via inexpensive public transportation to Revere Beach, Fenway Park double headers for twenty-five cents, and NBA double-headers in the 1960s where one might see Wilt Chamberlain, Oscar Palmer Robertson (the “Big O”), or legendary Celtics point guard, Bob Cousy. The children’s museum, then in Jamaica Plain, was a great museum, which pioneered a “hands-on” approach, letting us handle artifacts from different lands and investigate what most interested us.

Our home was on the second floor of a three-floor, six apartment rental. My parents could never pull the trigger on a home purchase and, early on, we did not even have a car. One of the many myths we are served as children is the myth of the happy childhood. Parenting is difficult and a lot must be given up in order to raise children.

Regrettably, I never attempted to understand my parents’ perspective while I lived under their roof.

My mother was perpetually unhappy. Raised voices and constant arguments were the background noise of our lives. In such a small apartment, it was nearly impossible to get any peace and quiet. We three kids never got the space we needed as we got older. I was not a particularly brave child. I was afraid of dogs (being bitten three times and needing a rabies shot one of those times) and terrified of fire (a neighbor’s child burned to death in a Christmas tree fire. I can vividly recall the child’s screams to this day.)

Whenever my dad tried to teach me to ride a bike, swim, or drive a car, my mother would scream at him that I would get hurt and he’d give up. I still wonder what events in her life seemed to make her so fearful of the world. My father and I shared a room. Since he worked a lot of double shifts on the New York, New Haven, and Hartford railroad freight lines, I spent a lot of my spare time alone in the room. I’d get lost in listening to the newest musical trend, rock and roll, as well as the broadcasts of the Red Sox and Celtics games. On Sundays, I listened to the broadcasts of WHDH, which carried the Cleveland Browns football games featuring players like Otto Graham and Jim Brown.

I started school at four and a half years old, and it offered me a chance to get out of the house. At Nathaniel Bowditch Elementary School, I encountered my first conflict with institutional authority. From the first to the fourth grade, the teachers tried to get me to write with my right hand, instead of my left.

I refused.

As punishment, I was made to sit in the last seat in the last row and it was my job to fill the inkwells. From the very beginning, I resolved not to obey insufferably mindless authority. At a parents’ classroom meeting with my first-grade teacher, she mentioned that she would assign the smartest student the duty of passing out the napkins. I immediately began passing out the napkins, even though the task had not been assigned to me. My mother, of course, was mortified.

As much as my mother was terrified of the world, she had no trouble embarrassing me and putting me in actual physical danger by forcing me to wear “I like Ike” ties to school in democratic Boston. Every year on March 17, Saint Patrick’s Day, she made me wear something red, white, and blue for “Evacuation Day,” commemorating Washington driving the British out of Boston in 1776, rather than celebrating the Irish. I took lots of verbal abuse for that, too.

Would it have killed my mother to let me wear something green on Saint Patrick’s Day?

Several incidents during my childhood affected my personal outlook. My sister Barbara developed glomerulonephritis (an acute inflammation of the tiny filters of the kidney) as a side effect of a sulfa drug prescribed to treat bacterial infections and had to spend a prolonged period of time in bed. In 1953–1954, there were local polio outbreaks and our mother would not let us go outside at all that summer. The pictures of children in iron lungs were enough to scare anyone. When the Salk vaccine became available, my mother asked me to take Barbara and Bob to our family physician, Dr. Beale.

He refused to give it to us, saying it was useless.

My mother, severely irritated with me, sent us back and we got the vaccine. Shortly thereafter, one of Dr. Beale’s children came down with polio. Thus, I learned medicine was not exact, and doctors were not infallible. This would prove to be one of the recurring themes in my life.

One night, police pounded on our door, dragged my father and me (all of eleven or twelve years old) out of bed, put us up against the wall, and frisked us. They were looking for a drug dealer named Frank Russo. They left without saying anything like “sorry,” further degrading my opinion of the police. Around the same time, a parish priest came to the door and told me to tell my parents that since they hadn’t been married in the church (they’d been married in a civil ceremony), that they were living in sin.

I promptly told him where to go.

By an early age I’d already developed a skeptical attitude toward authority figures such as teachers, doctors, police, and priests.

And yet, even with my attitude, when the organizations were well-run and rational, I could thrive in them. My time at Mary E. Curley Junior High in Boston (grades seven through nine), were among the best years of my life, until graduate school. It was a source of great pleasure and satisfaction when the students in my class said to the teacher, “Don’t ask us the answer. Ask Ruscetti.” Combined with gym class, basketball, public library study sessions, Saturday morning movies, Congressional Church Sunday school, and Sunday evenings in Christian Endeavor, a good refuge was formed for this young man.

I still remember the two teachers (Mrs. Fodale and Mr. Cannon) who wanted me to apply after eighth grade (a year early) for the entrance exam to Boston Latin High School, because they thought I was so advanced. However, it was a long streetcar ride away and my mother refused, saying I was too young to take the trolley. Later, I took a similar entrance exam at the end of ninth grade and was admitted to Boston English, ironically riding the same trolley, only a year older. Meanwhile, at our apartment building I oversaw planting, pruning hedges, and shoveling snow, resulting in a monthly reduction in our rent.

Years later, when rock and roll artists Bob Dylan, John Lennon, and Paul Simon sang about what a waste of time high school was for them, I couldn’t have agreed more. Homework had to be done during school study periods, because neighborhood bullies would target you for taking too many books home. My favorite high school teacher, a math teacher who for some reason had been dismissed from teaching at the US Naval Academy, taught a fascinating course in navigation and meteorology. Sadly, another favorite, Mr. Ruggiero, died young of leukemia.

I was fourteen years old when the Russians launched the first satellite, Sputnik, on October 4, 1957. America changed overnight as we were terrified that the Soviets were going to beat us in the space race. The US government got the education it wanted. All students had to participate in military drills at my high school and know where the fallout shelters were located. We believed the evil Russians were going to destroy our perfect country.

The worst of my high school experiences was the complete absence of any useful guidance counseling when it came to college applications. With little money available, I assumed that living at home was the only option. So, I originally applied to just Boston University and that other university across the Charles River. A representative of that university told me that the Italian quota was filled. Boston College was not an option for me. Anyone who has seen the Oscar-winning film Spotlight knows the school’s toxic influence on Catholic Boston.

One of the best things that came out of the 1960s social unrest was that the elite WASP schools were forced to open their enrollment to most everyone. Another thing which greatly irritated me was later learning there were scholarships donated by wealthy high school alumnae, available for Dartmouth and Bowdoin, for which I would have applied, if I’d been told. How could I compete if I didn’t even know about the opportunity?

Boston University was both a cultural shock to me and a disappointment. As a result of being shy and from an all-boys high school, an aunt had started a family rumor I was gay. I mistakenly registered for a freshman composition class in the School of Nursing. I was the only male in the class, leading to plenty of blushing. For the qualitative analysis lab final, in which we were supposed to determine the chemicals inside the test tubes, I was mistakenly given test tubes with the answers already written on them. I turned it back in for a new set of test tubes.

One science professor stated that he gave an A to God, B to the smartest student in the class, and a C to everybody else. When I complained, he said I should be happy with my B-. The organic chemistry professor graded on a downward curve, so my 95 average became a B+.

So much for the lunacy of academic grading.

Petty dictators were everywhere you looked.

There were some great college memories as well. I watched Gale Sayers of Kansas score his first collegiate touchdown to beat BU, 7-0, attended my first American Football League (AFL) game, Denver at Boston, and I saw Faye Dunaway, the future Oscar-winning actress, at a BU theater event.

Most of what I learned came from my summer jobs. Through my dad, I got a job at the South Station railroad station slinging hash. I learned serving customers was not going to be my forte. Then I worked for the state of Massachusetts on a crew repainting crosswalks and center lines. Occasionally they’d go to a house of ill repute on their lunch hour, where I had to wait outside because I was underage. I didn’t fit in there, either.

My uncle, Bill Wildberger, was a family hero. He was the first non-Harvard graduate to become chief resident at Newton-Wellesley Hospital. Later, he was the mental health director for the state of Iowa and got me a job during college at the state mental hospital in Woodward, Iowa. There was a hepatitis outbreak the first week on the job, meaning I had to perform X-rays, draw and run routine blood tests, run the pharmacy, and assist the pathologist when she arrived from the state medical school. It was hectic and nerve-wracking.

But for the first time I thought I could see how I could make a difference.

It was appalling to see how inborn genetic errors could cause such pain in people. I sympathized deeply with these people, although they often terrified me. Many times, security had to come to my rescue because the patients would try to assault me while I was attempting to draw their blood.

Iowa was a dry state and Woodward had no movie theaters or even bowling alleys. Once I asked some of my female coworkers what there was to do for fun in the area. They answered, “watching the corn grow!” Apparently, a shy city boy needed an education.

Iowa didn’t seem like the place for me, either.

My final job during college was repairing railroad tracks in the blistering summer sun. It was backbreaking work. I was the one summer hire who made it through the entire summer, a source of immense pride to me. (My father had gotten me the job, so I couldn’t let him down.) After the summer, my dad said in his laconic fashion, “There are two ways to make a living. With your back or your brain.”

I’ve often wondered if I made the right choice.

The working men usually seemed more honest than most of the professionals I’ve encountered in my career. However, my father also told me that several times he had wanted an opportunity to take a test to become a freight yardmaster, but he was refused the opportunity because it was assumed an immigrant could not pass it. Finally, he was allowed to take it and passed, receiving several commendations for his yardmaster work over the years. He warned me to do my work better than anyone else: “Let them find something to complain about, but not the work!” Like many sons, I have tried to emulate my father’s virtues and avoid his flaws.

Through the years, I have talked to many people from poorer backgrounds in urban settings who had to commute to college, as I did. I recognize now that it was not commuting per se, but the claustrophobic home environment of so many that was the problem. Despite being belatedly accepted to the University of Virginia Medical School after being wait-listed, I decided I needed a change. I have always admired my brother and sister, who made well-adjusted lives out of such chaos.

My solution?

Join the Air Force.

Probably not a wise choice for a young man who in first grade vowed not to obey mindless authority.

The military was quite a learning experience. Two lessons which stand out are: First, the dangers of small men in positions of power; and second, war is the most unfair and idiotic of the many foul endeavors in which man participates. Basic training was barely tolerable with the constant screaming of the drill instructor.

It reminded me of home.

Half of my basic training group had Boston accents and the other half were North Carolina tobacco boys. We could barely understand each other. A good percentage of our flight squadron was ordered to Montgomery, Alabama to attend medic school.

None of us could remember stating that as a choice.

Montgomery was not a good place for a Yankee like me to be in 1965. Every store owner had a rocking chair and a rifle. Southern boys usually had enough munitions in their car trunk to conquer Mexico. Every time we went out to eat, the southern farm boys ordered for me so I wouldn’t get shot. One day in class, the instructor asked if anyone knew how to run a Model E Ultra-Centrifuge.

No hand went up, so I raised mine, thinking that I’d used centrifuges before. How could this one be much different?

But this one looked unlike any I’d ever seen and took up half a wall. Thanks to blind luck and pushing the right buttons, the centrifuge performed smoothly. Next thing I knew, my personal folder was stamped “ESSENTIAL TO SPACE PROGRAM.”

New orders shipped me to Lackland Air Force Base, the main US air evacuation hospital for injured soldiers in San Antonio.

Early in the space program, it was discovered that the red blood cells of the astronauts lasted only ten days instead of the normal twenty-one. They wondered if that was going to be a long-term problem, thus complicating any planned trip to the moon. The answer turned out to be no. In a few weeks, the red blood cells recovered their normal life span.

But it started my long career fascination with hematology, thanks to instruction from Dr. Chuck Coltman, Dorothy Grisham, and others. Knowing some friends who did not make it back from Vietnam, I’ve often wondered whether science saved my life.

I needed to get up at five-thirty in the morning to draw blood from the injured soldiers and had to finish before going to the mess hall for breakfast. I missed many a breakfast before officially reporting to work at seven-thirty. Some would forget to do their blood requisitions, discard them, and others were not that good at the task. Of course, those of us who completed our assignments started to get a bigger portion of the workload. Drawing blood from napalm victims (our own troops often had napalm bombs accidentally dropped on them) on the burn wards was the absolute worst.

After lab classes, the remaining time was supposed to be devoted to research endeavors. But the major in charge kept finding more and more for me to do, like preparing and changing solutions for dialysis patients.

Again, there can be so many petty dictators in life.

On weekends, I would be part of a team (which I later supervised), which would draw four hundred units of blood to be sent to Vietnam. Habitually tired, I’d often fall asleep in hematology lab class. One day I was asked if I thought I could teach the class better and got in trouble because I could not lie and thus said “Yes” as I walked up to the front of the class and was rudely sent back to my seat.

The major in charge also thought my hair was too long, so he could often be found prowling around the lab, surprising me to check my hair length. Apparently, the length of my hair was critical to the success of our war effort in Southeast Asia. To humiliate me further, the major would often have military police escort me to the base barber shop, so that as many people as possible would see me walking through the halls under military escort. It was just like being back in elementary school where the teachers would inflexibly try to make me stop writing with my left hand or like that night being thrown up against the wall because the police thought my dad was a drug dealer.

You may not believe it, but I did spend most of my time in the service trying not to get in trouble. Wounded servicemen were always increasing in numbers. General William Westmoreland (in charge of the US effort in Vietnam) was always saying at commander call (a required meeting for all enlisted personnel) that the casualties were going down. He’d talked about there being “light at the end of the tunnel,” but we always joked that the light was a train coming to run us over. I consider General Westmoreland to be one of the biggest liars in American history.

And sometimes it seemed the hypocrisy knew no limits.

On the parade grounds, we tried not to smile at a Purple Heart ceremony where the soldiers had been injured when the Viet Cong blew up a whorehouse where the troops had been engaged in a little “rest and relaxation.”

Or being ordered to spend everything left in the budget days before the fiscal year ended so we would not lose it in next year’s budget.

I tried not to be dismayed when a black enlisted man and a white lieutenant nurse went to a movie with me on base, and then the next day he had orders to go to Vietnam, and she was sent to Thule Air Base in Greenland.

When the MASH television show came out in the 1970s, depicting the absurdities of life at a military field hospital near the front lines of the Korean War, I thought, I’ve been there. It’s no surprise it was one of the most popular television shows of the decade, and its final episode was watched by a reported 125 million viewers.

After it became clear that the lower red blood cell survival rate of our returning astronauts was just a transient problem, and the red blood cells would eventually rebound to their normal twenty-one-day survival rate, I received orders to report to Oxnard, California.

However, my orders were mysteriously cancelled.

The only option was to plan my escape. But what to do?

Science or medicine?

They are not the same thing.

My choice was science. I reasoned that if I were lucky enough to discover something useful, it would help people long after my death. At the time, a National Institutes of Health (NIH) graduate school stipend was $2400, while an Andrew Mellon fellowship, usable at any school department that had an Andrew Mellon professor, was $3,200 a year. An extra $800 dollars a year was a lot of money to someone who made only $1,300 in almost four years of service. And there was an opening at the University of Pittsburgh.

So I took the money, which was the legacy of Andrew Mellon, the former oil and steel tycoon, who I’d later come to realize was one of the most evil and powerful men to ever live in America, and headed to the University of Pittsburgh. I flew standby in my uniform, not having any money on me, because I needed to physically appear at the university to get my first check. I remember explaining all of this to the bell hop at the Webster Hall Hotel when I checked in, telling him I was broke and could not give him a tip.

He grinned and said, “We’ve all been there, son,” and closed the door to my room. I never gave any thought to what lay ahead of me; I was happy to escape the senseless suffering of war.

The allure of science, of discovery, of doing something useful, was tantalizing.





CHAPTER TWO

Protest and Pittsburgh

I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s main stumbling block toward freedom is not the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who prefers ‘order’ to justice.

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

The times they are a changin’.

—“The Times, They Are a-Changin’,” Bob Dylan (1964)

The day I arrived in Pittsburgh at the end of August 1968, having dropped my bags off at the hotel, I rushed to Langley Hall (the arts and sciences building of the university). I didn’t even bother to change out of my uniform.

The halls were mostly empty, but I was able to find the departmental office and pick up my check.

By chance I ran into Dr. Lew Jacobson, a young, newly minted assistant professor. He would become my PhD advisor, as well as a lifelong friend. We must have talked for an hour that day. I told him about my experiences in the Air Force, we discussed the ongoing riots at the Democratic Party Convention in Chicago, pick-up basketball, and graduate school life. As far as where I might want to live, he suggested the Shadyside district, just about fifteen minutes from campus, and I quickly found an apartment in that neighborhood.

The first year of graduate school was a rush of academics and performing my duties as a teaching assistant in an undergraduate biology class. In my naïve idealism, when a female student said, “I’d do anything for an A,” I replied, “Try studying.”

When Richard Nixon was elected over Hubert Humphrey in November 1968, by appealing though a southern strategy to white supremacists and the law and order, pro-war crowd, I was crushed. I had truly believed as Bob Dylan sang, that the times were a-changing.

Years later, when it was shown that Nixon had sabotaged the Vietnamese peace talks to help win the election, along with Watergate and Nixon’s secret wars in Cambodia and Laos coming to light, I wasn’t the least bit surprised.

It set a pattern for imperial presidential misconduct through my lifetime. This is not a political statement. I was just observing a social progression toward an autocracy which bedevils us today. When Bob Dylan released a song in 2020 called “Murder Most Foul,” talking about the corruption that followed for the next five decades in our political system after the assassination of President Kennedy in 1963, I thought the old singer was still in touch with the times.

As fate would have it, several personal blessings came to me during these troubled times in the life of our nation. On February 2, 1969, at a graduate student party, I met Sandra Ickes, another aspiring scientist.

Meeting her felt like finding the missing part of my soul.

One does not get to my age without having a clear picture of his faults. I know I can be moody, uncommunicative, and judgmental. Yet the part many do not see is that it’s because I can imagine a much better world. Much of the time I have felt like a disappointed idealist. Others have described me with less kind names, and I don’t know if I can blame them.

But Sandra did not have my darkness.

She was social, saw the best in people, and had no trouble making friends. She was like oxygen and I was the drowning man she could save. Imagine how thrilled I was when, four days after that party, I received a birthday card from her. I had simply mentioned my birthday was in a few days in passing at the party. When I thanked her, believing it made me something truly special, she almost crushed my fragile heart when she replied, “Oh, I send them to all my friends.” But I was hooked.

I invited her to another party, but she turned me down. Later, I learned she’d been asked by another student, had turned him down, and didn’t want to make the other guy feel bad by showing up with me. But I persisted, and soon we were a couple.

Even after all these years, my lovely Sandy has a remarkably forgiving soul, the optimism of her Midwestern upbringing, and an honesty which is second to none. When Sandy and I traveled to Boston to meet my parents, my family’s admiration for her was in full force. My mother said she did not know me. I could have been a bank robber. My father told Sandy that she could do much better than me. Great family support!

We married in April 1970 as the Beatles song “Let it Be” played on the organ. I can still recite some of the lyrics, with the refrain stamped forever on my soul (“there will be an answer, Mother Mary”). We had our honeymoon on the Caribbean island of Aruba and returned to the University of Pittsburgh full of hope for the future.

Another fortuitous event was the selection of my advisor for my doctoral research, Dr. Lew Jacobson, whom I’d met on my first day at the University of Pittsburgh. I say you should always try to choose a mentor who is superior to you in every way, which I did.

Well, maybe I was a better basketball player than Lew.

But that’s about the only superiority I can claim over that fine man. I chose to study a project using bacteria, which was great because under proper conditions the microorganisms doubled every twenty minutes, allowing me to perform at least two experiments in a single day. That fit nicely with my plan to finish my degree in four years.

Every morning I’d enter the data from the results of the experiment from the previous night in my notebook and looked forward to several hours of analyzing the results. However, each day, Lew would have written out enough experiments for the next two weeks’ work. So I chose to take my notebooks home to ponder the results and plan the next day’s experiments. It was always a treat when I found my approach matched that of my mentor.

I’ve often found that failure is a better teacher than success and recall the shock many of us felt when our graduate class failed our first preliminary exam. Did they plan it that way just to show us how much we did not know and keep us humble?

Even fifty years later I don’t know the answer to that question.

Perhaps the major downside of being a scientist is the constant struggle for funds to do research. Learning to manage resources was a valuable lesson. But there were the positive lessons as well, such as the camaraderie between colleagues at the weekly Friday night graduate students’ pizza and beer parties at the Craig Street Inn, where we’d get together and bitch or laugh over what had happened the previous week. We wanted to be scientists after all, trying to answer the unknown questions of life. We needed to have each other’s backs.

Most mornings I’d walk past Central Catholic High School between 5:30 and 6:00 a.m. on my way to Langley Hall. The early morning start times were a legacy from the 5:30 a.m. blood draws in the Air Force and have followed me all the days of my life. I’d often see a young boy at the school, usually with somebody else he’d no doubt dragged out with him, throwing a football around. That young man was Dan Marino, future NFL quarterback and one of the best to ever play the game.

Sandy and I often rode the same bus as Franco Harris, an NFL rookie, as he was on his way to practice at Pitt Stadium. I wonder how many NFL rookies use public transportation today? Harris is best known for the “Immaculate Reception,” which took place on December 23, 1972 during the AFC divisional playoff game between the Pittsburgh Steelers and the Oakland Raiders. In the last thirty seconds of the game, Steeler’s quarterback Terry Bradshaw threw a pass to receiver John Fuqua. The ball either bounced off the hands of Fuqua or the helmet of Raiders safety Jack Tatum. As the ball fell, Harris caught it (Did it touch the ground or not? Football purists still argue over that question) and ran it in for a touchdown.

That play has been chosen by the NFL as both the greatest, and also the most controversial, of all time.

I think it’s a perfect symbol for the randomness of human experience.

***

Every science graduate student must pass a nerve-wracking comprehensive oral exam. And if that’s not enough stress, mine was interrupted by a bomb scare and we had to evacuate the building.

The extra time didn’t go to waste though, as I took the opportunity to formulate a more precise answer to the question which had just been asked of me. The political turmoil and violence of that time is difficult to imagine, although the recent presidential election of 2020 might give some younger people an inkling of what we experienced then. I recall at one anti-war protest at Point State Park that the pro-war protestors broke through the mounted police barricade and tried to beat us with an American flagpole. In writing, such a scene might be called too “on the nose.”

I can imagine some editor somewhere saying, “No, Frank, the symbolism of peace protestors being beaten with an American flag is just too obvious. Come up with something a little subtler.” But that’s how I remember it. The image has never left me and flooded my memory this past January 2021.

Sadly, the times are not changing.

As the old proverb goes, “When the winds of change blow, some build walls and some build windmills.” In our history, the will to change dissipates quickly and we go back to our comfortable lives. We could hope this cycle will not repeat itself in 2021, but the only way to realize this hope is to be that change. That is why we write this book.

In May 1972, I earned my doctorate and take pride in the fact that the resulting publication is still occasionally referenced in recent manuscripts. Normally one would think this would be a cause for celebration in a family. But my mother, true to form, proclaimed that I became “the wrong kind of doctor” just to spite her. Sandy had just changed research advisors, and as a result it would take her another two years to finish her doctorate. This is not unusual. I’ve found a mentor-student relationship can often be more complex than a marriage.

While Sandy was still busy working on her doctorate, it was time for me to find a job. I heard Dr. Dane Boggs, head of the hematology division at the University of Pittsburgh Medical School, give an exciting lecture about their work. He said the field of blood research needed more PhDs. I applied for and was hired as a research instructor for the whopping sum of ten thousand dollars a year, which was a three-fold increase over the stipend I’d been living on as a graduate student.

Ever since my days in NASA and that centrifuge, I have been fascinated with the study of blood. The ability of hematologic (blood) stem cells to produce large quantities of functional cells of at least twelve different cell types was a source of enormous fascination for me. In science, technological advances generally precede intellectual advances in science. In essence, we are almost always blind to reality until we are given new eyes with which to see.

In hematology, a key technological advance was the 1966 publications by Ray Bradley in Australia and Leo Sachs in Israel which described the ability of blood stem cells to grow and develop into functional blood cells as clumps (colonies) in semi-solid cultures, if provided the appropriate mix of nutrients and chemicals, usually called “media” as a source of factors.1 Years later I met Bradley and found him to be a generous and humble man, the very model to me of a good scientist. At the University of Pittsburgh, I chose to learn Bradley’s technique from Dr. Paul Chervenick and his technician, Joan Turner (née Allulunis), who later went on to a successful career of her own in science.

However, as I started to investigate these questions of which growth factors were needed to grow certain cell types, I began to realize my illusion that science promoted a completely free discussion of research data and its implications was being slowly eroded.

There were unspoken rules of the game, and I didn’t know them.

One of the unspoken rules was that the truth wasn’t determined by your data, but by your seniority. An example of this is publishing data. It is extremely difficult to get data published and recognized when one is publishing second and correcting errors in the first publication. The first publication on a new topic became unassailable dogma, difficult to amend. Reviewers of future papers or NIH grant proposals would cite the first publication as truth and reject the second publication, especially if the investigators of the correct publication were young or not part of the club.

In the case of the identification of the factors needed to grow blood stem cells, the unassailable dogma was that the factors needed to grow these cells were produced only by cells called macrophages. Testing this hypothesis, we found a cell type called T lymphocytes produced such factors. It took nearly three years, several rejections and revisions, and many colleagues arrogantly challenging the data, before it was published.2

However, before publication, I made the mistake of presenting the data in both oral and written form at a prestigious clinical investigator meeting. Another investigator took pictures of the data, and his publication on the same subject beat mine into press by a month. After I presented my paradigm-changing data, which would open new areas of research, the first question I received was, “Why aren’t you wearing a tie?”

I was learning that science could be a tough game. So, I resolved never to talk about data until it was in press and to buy a tie.

Another question we pursued was: Since there were so many different blood cell types, did each one of them need specific cell growth factors?

We addressed this question using cells grown in conditioned media from animals infected with parasites which developed eosinophilia. Doing this, we in the Chevernick lab were able to grow functional eosinophils in culture for the first time. Eosinophils are a type of blood cell which combats parasites and fungal infections, but also makes allergies and asthma worse. We named the factor the Eosinophil Growth and Differentiation Factor.3

My friend and future collaborator, Steve Bartelmez, confirmed the discovery using uninfected cells. Five years later, the name was changed from Eosinophil Growth and Differentiation Factor to IL-5, when another scientist cloned and sequenced the gene for the molecule. But in what was becoming an all-too-familiar pattern, that scientist was constantly disparaging the research Steve and I had conducted and claimed credit for the discovery of IL-5. As a result of IL-5, I rewrote a failed grant of Dr. Chevernick, which included in it a position for me at a higher salary. I never knew the outcome of the grant review until another scientist showed up to take the position meant for me. Mike Kolitsky, the person hired for my position, turned out to be a great guy and long-time friend with a nice career in science education.

The mentorship and collegiality I experienced at the University of Pittsburgh was almost too good for the real world. Yet, the downside of science was starting to creep into my psyche. I was starting to believe that education did not change a person’s basic character, just allowed for the more clever expression of it. Some scientists were going to be the most unethical people on the planet. Others would be the opposite.

Sports has always been an outlet which kept the corruption from overwhelming me. I found great relief in physical activity. Every day at lunch a bunch of guys would go to the gym and play an intense hour-long game of basketball to blow off steam.

The university was starting an intramural softball league for women and asked me to coach a team for the medical school. Few of the members, whether students, technicians, or professors, had ever played softball before. I encouraged Sandy to play and joked that it gave me an excuse to yell at her and she couldn’t say anything about it. I had great fun coaching that team for two years.

Several of my team, who worked on the ninth floor in the surgery unit, introduced me to their boss, Dr. Bernie Fisher. To call Dr. Fisher a great man is an understatement. In the early 1970s, he published data suggesting that a lumpectomy was as good, if not better, for some breast cancer victims than the radical mastectomy, which was the “standard of care” at the time.4 The savagery of the attacks on Dr. Fisher’s character for suggesting less radical surgery was so stunning that one might have thought he had advocated for the cannibalism of young children. In the midst of facing multiple accusations of scientific misconduct, Fisher persevered, conducting several clinical trials that supported his theory. I remember him telling me and others that, “For far too long, medicine had depended on anecdotes, opinions, and untested theories.” A favorite quote of his, which I later put up in my own lab at the National Cancer Institute, was, “In God we trust, everyone else better have data.” I often wondered how many women were needlessly butchered by the refusal to accept paradigm-shifting science, even after their claims had been proven by clinical trials.

I’m embarrassed to say it never dawned on me in my early years that women in science were treated differently than men. Some of the best graduate students I’d met at that time were women. I figured we were all treated like crap, since we were the junior scientists. One day, I received a call from Dr. Sharon Johnson, one of my favorite graduate school instructors. She informed me that she’d filed a discrimination suit against the medical school biochemistry department for denying her a promotion. They claimed much of her work was inadequate, alleging she was a poor instructor and failed to publish in top journals. I agreed to testify for her. The night before the trial was to begin, I received a call from the dean of the medical school, warning that if I testified it could, “severely damage my career.”

I did it anyway.

The university came off looking like a fool in the trial. One of the allegations from a fellow professor was that she didn’t publish in the leading journals. Most of her publications were in the Journal of Biological Chemistry. The editor-in-chief of that journal was the chairman of Dr. Johnson’s department. That meant the university was claiming the chairman of its own department was heading a poorly respected journal. Dr. Johnson won the trial, but as you can imagine, the environment was so toxic against her that she left the university. It was a great loss, as she was a gifted teacher and researcher.

From this and other experiences, I’ve concluded that corrupt patriarchal systems allow predatory men to believe they can get away with anything. In addition, I’ve come to believe that the more educated, wealthy, or successful a man is, the greater the chances are that he will be a sexual predator.

The recognition of how women were being treated poorly in science and that the unrest of the sixties was still doing little to resolve lingering racial problems was deeply unsettling to me. I remember talking about these problems with Georgia, the wonderful African-American dishwasher for the laboratory, when she said to me, “Frank, you’re too impatient. It’s always two steps forward, one step back.”

***

While I was thoroughly enjoying my hematological research at the University of Pittsburgh, Sandy was finishing her doctoral work and I thought it was time for us to move on to more senior research positions. She was interested in working in the National Cancer Institute’s intramural program and had attended a seminar given by Dr. Robert Gallo. She realized Dr. Gallo was interested in the same kind of research questions I’d been pursuing and suggested I put in an application with him.

In December 1974, Gallo and I were both attending a meeting of the American Society of Hematology, and he suggested we meet. I thought it would be a routine job interview, but instead it was more like a high-pressure sales pitch from Gallo.

“Don’t you want to be working in a lab that will someday win a Nobel Prize?” he asked me at several points during our meeting. That alone should have been a red flag.

His other pitches to me were that I could study the growth factor that caused leukemic stem cells to grow continuously in culture, study the virus which caused acute myelogenous leukemia, and have a salary that was a considerable increase from my current one at the University of Pittsburgh.

We found an apartment in a nearby complex where several scientists at the National Institutes of Health (the parent institution of the National Cancer Institute) lived. In fact, so many of the researchers lived in this complex that there was a shuttle bus which ran between it and the various parts of the NIH campus. I occasionally found myself seated next to Dr. Julius Axelrod, who won the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1970, and we had some interesting and lively discussions.

But while there were many scientists from whom I would learn exciting and revolutionary ideas, it was at the hands of Dr. Gallo that I was about to get an Ivy League education in unethical behavior.





CHAPTER THREE

National Cancer Institute: Discovery and Disillusionment

See how fortune deludes us and that which we carefully put in her hands, she either breaks or causes it to be removed by the violence of another, or suffocates and poisons, or taints with suspicion, fear and jealousy to the great hurt of the possessor.

—Giordano Bruno

I arrived at the National Cancer Institute (NCI) in March 1975 and was stunned to discover that most of what Gallo had promised to me in December turned out to be a lie. I later realized that when he spun out his elaborate sales pitch of my future work, he knew it to be false. To understand how this happened, some background is necessary.

The confluence of the NCI’s 1964 Special Viral Cancer Program, (SVCP)1 and Nixon’s War on Cancer Act, passed in 1971, meant that more money was available through contracts outside of the peer-review grant mechanism funding process than ever before. The first year, the budget was forty-nine million dollars for the NCI (an amount equivalent to about $320 million in 2021), and the budget increased every year after that. This caused a great deal of professional jealousy among scientists who weren’t in the government loop. The structures by which these financial decisions were made tended to be concentrated in the hands of relatively few government scientists/bureaucrats, like Gallo. For the first time, scientists were able to build large laboratory empires using the public trough rather than going through the peer-reviewed grant process of slowly building their labs as their colleagues (peers) agreed they were pursuing meaningful questions.

The Nixon administration was essentially building a scientific structure guaranteed to become corrupt because it concentrated absolute power in the hands of relatively few senior scientists/administrators. These scientists would often remain in their positions for decades. For example, Dr. Anthony Fauci has now served as head of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) since 1984, a timespan longer than the corrupt J. Edgar Hoover spent heading the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).

The Special Viral Cancer Program funds were used to support industrial laboratories, which were then used by NCI scientists for their own research. In addition, the scientists were often allowed to hire “outside contractors,” essentially scientists for hire at private companies, to perform the work. My wife Sandy was technically employed by one of these private companies (Meloy Labs), while my work for Gallo was as an employee of Litton Bionetics. In addition to allowing principal investigators to hire many more people (because they wouldn’t show up on the budget of the federal government), they were also able to pay the employees of these off-site contractors less money, give them fewer benefits, and make it easier to fire them. In essence, the legislation allowed people like Gallo to become the unquestioned ruler of a scientific empire, while at the same time transforming an entire class of researchers into the equivalent of medieval serfs.

Gallo would often command his contract employees to attend dinners where extramural scientists from around the world were wined and dined. The contract employees would pay the dinner expenses and get the company contractor to reimburse them because sending the bill to the federal government would have been an ethics violation. But Gallo, unlike most other NCI investigators, who did not engage in such activities, was somehow able to get away with it.

During the early 1970s, the Special Viral Cancer Program’s single-minded approach to discover a human cancer virus led to several possible candidates obtained from continuously growing human cell lines. These cell lines were usually developed from cancer tumors, and it was believed that a viral infection is what had caused the cells to become cancerous, or essentially “immortal,” and continue to grow, rather than be replaced, die, and be degraded, as happens with normal cells. These “discoveries” were usually announced in the media before peer review, and often turned out to be a mouse, cat, or monkey retrovirus which had somehow found its way into the culture, most likely from the addition of some product made from these animals included in the mixture.

When Gallo had wooed me at the American Society of Hematology meeting in December 1974, it was with the promise I’d come and work on a recently identified viral candidate, HL-23.2 Scientists from around the world like Robin Weiss came to work on this human rumor virus.3 However, it was discovered that HL-23 contained not one, not two, but three monkey retroviruses. At the time, Gallo was luring me with the promise of HL-23; he already knew it contained three primate retroviruses, meaning it was essentially up to me to start over.

As an explanation, Gallo first said that the patient’s cells were contaminated, which we showed to be false. His next theory was that it was a plot against him by somebody in the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to discredit him. In private discussions with me it was clear Gallo was paranoid about enemies in the NIH being out to get him, and he fervently believed somebody in his lab had slipped these viruses into his cell cultures. The lab workers he suspected were never fired for fear of revealing the truth. To this day, I have no explanation why the HL-23 paper from Gallo’s lab has never been retracted.

However, I was starting to learn some valuable lessons about my new boss. First, I learned to never show him data that I was unsure of because he would rush it into publication. The lead author on the HL-23 paper told me he was stunned to see the first public mention of his work in the pages of the Washington Post prior to being able to confirm his work, the information no doubt leaked by Gallo himself. The whole human embryo cells used to obtain the growth factor for the cell-line that produced the HL-23 virus had been lost in a freezer accident the previous November, which Gallo neglected to mention to me in December, making it difficult, if not impossible, to reproduce the work.

Later in the 1970s, viral candidates from the labs of two well-respected scientists (Henry Kaplan and Werner Kristen) turned out to be primate viral dead ends, too. As a sign of Gallo’s tyrannical personality, although HL-23 had turned out to be a bust as a human virus, several researchers were interested in studying the HL-23 virus and requested samples, a common scientific practice. Gallo told his workers to irradiate the cell cultures before sending them to these researchers, which would kill any viruses in the sample. I cannot vouch that this was done, but I know that Gallo made the request.

I started to wonder what the hell I’d gotten myself into. Gallo told me I should attempt to reisolate the whole embryo growth factor lost in a freezer accident. This was needed to grow HL-23 myeloid leukemic cells and to isolate the virus he knew was causing acute myeloid leukemia (AML). That’s all the direction I ever received, and one could still hunt for AML-causing viruses in 2021 because one has still not been found. Not much of a mentor. Simply a boss.

As one can imagine, these repeated public failures by Gallo and others were usually announced in the pages of the Washington Post rather than in peer-reviewed journals. This made the leaders in science proclaim loudly and to whoever would listen that human retroviruses did not exist.

As one of the human virus hunters in the Gallo lab, I started to attend the RNA Tumor Virus meetings held every year at the Cold Springs Harbor Laboratories. For many this was almost a mecca, a holy place of science, but I couldn’t help but note that in the 1920s it had been the center of the American eugenics movement. The eugenics movement was based on the idea of white racial superiority. Italians and Southern Europeans were on the fringe of acceptable races, and this movement justified restrictive immigration laws, forced sterilization edicts, and gave Hitler a lot of the ideas for his “Final Solution.”

As I attended these meetings, I was besieged by scientists, including five former Nobel Prize winners, who all vied to tell me how useless it was to search for human retroviruses. Many of them told me I should have made a better career choice and gotten a job with a real scientist, not one who was chasing phantoms.

The RNA Tumor Virus meetings started on Thursday afternoon. Following Saturday’s presentations, there was a banquet on Saturday night. The human retrovirus research talks were always scheduled on Sunday morning, when most of the researchers were nursing hangovers and the leaders in the field did not attend the Sunday sessions. I was shocked by the misogynistic language used by many of these powerful male scientists, as well as their belittlement of women in science and their sexual crudeness.

The men I’d worked with on the road crew in Massachusetts when I was seventeen, who’d visit a house of ill repute on their lunch hour while I waited outside, were absolute princes compared to these scientists. My father had told me I had a choice of working with my back or my brain.

But these learned men of science seemed to be thinking from a completely different part of their anatomy.

***

When I started working at Litton’s two-story facility in downtown Bethesda, Maryland, I met in Bob Bassin’s lab a French post-doctoral fellow, Françoise Barré-Sinoussi, who would later win a Nobel Prize with Luc Montagnier for the isolation of the HIV retrovirus, establishing for all time how devastating retroviruses can be to human health.

It’s amazing to realize how so many of us who interacted together at the NCI in those early years would have our lives so dramatically intersect.

Under Gallo’s directive I searched for a growth factor in thirty-six different whole human embryo cultures, but had no luck. When I arrived at the NCI, the enormous Gallo lab operation was divided between several major scientists, including Alan Wu, Bob Gallagher, and Dave Gillespie. It was Gallo’s habit to give the same project to multiple individuals in different sections and wait to see what developed. Unbeknownst to me, the project of using whole human embryos as a source for growing myeloid leukemia cells had previously been given to Doris Morgan and Zaki Salahuddin. They also had failed in the project, and I was assigned to replace Salahuddin and get it done with no other direction.

One of the many sources chosen to look for such a cell growth factor was mitogen (antigen) activated human peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs), even though the cells gave no indication of having such a growth factor. Human bone marrow cells, used as a source of myeloid progenitors, were cultured under many variations, with repeated additions of supernatants from stimulated PBMCs needed to prevent cell death. Despite many attempts, both Doris and I found independently that the immature and mature myeloid elements rapidly died, leaving only lymphoid cells.

At the time, it was thought only virally transformed B lymphocytes and leukemic cells proliferated in suspension culture. People in the lab were disappointed, thinking we only had B-cells. But B-cells did not require additional factors to grow in suspension culture. I thought the lymphoid cultures had to be something else, maybe T-lymphocytes, which had never been grown in culture before. I demonstrated that the continuously growing cells were almost pure cultures of human T-lymphocytes and could be kept alive for a long period of time by repeated additions of the T-cell growth factor I’d helped discover, which was later called interleukin-2 or IL-2.

For the rest of my research career, this discovery would be both a source of intra and extra scientific politics. When I first presented the work in abstract form, Alan Wu, Doris Morgan’s supervisor] Bob Gallagher, my supervisor; and Ray Kiefer were coauthors. When it came time to submit the manuscript, those three names disappeared, which in my opinion could only have been through the intervention of Robert Gallo. Why didn’t it dawn on me that such theft of credit could also happen to me at the hands of my paranoid boss, Gallo, who believed agent provocateurs from the NIH were secretly slipping monkey viruses into his cultures to contaminate them? The faith that good science and rational thought would save me was so mistaken! The lunatics were running the asylum!

Doris Morgan was also always claiming that these cells would only grow in small test tubes, but I was having success in the larger culture flasks as well.

Today, we would have published the first papers on the discovery as equal contributors; that is, as co-first authors.4 The first author is the author who conceives of the idea, designs, and carries out the majority of the experiments and drafts the manuscript. Under pressure, I acquiesced and Morgan was the first author on the first paper of the discovery, T-Cell Growth Factor, and I was first author on the second paper. Morgan’s version is that she always deserved to be first author, when in fact like the rest she thought that the lymphoid cells were B-cells and would never have hypothesized and proved as I did that they were T-cells. In retrospect, I believe we should have been equal authors on both papers. Her next project was to purify IL-2, which she failed to do, and soon afterwards, Gallo let her go.

Much later, Gallo started a whispering campaign through surrogates that I was the one responsible for Morgan leaving the lab. Nothing could be further from the truth. There was only one boss in that lab, and it was Gallo.

Gallo was initially disappointed that my approach seemed to generate the wrong type of non-myeloid cells for cultivating human retroviruses. He told me not to work on T-cells, but since production of retroviruses needs growing cells in order to replicate, we continued to look at the T-cells.

Gallo’s lack of appreciation for the serendipitous nature of science was unfortunate. Until 1960, most scientists considered the lymphocytes to be an unimportant end stage of cell development. In fact, they should be considered some of the most critical guardians of the immune system, and their proper functioning is essential to the health of an organism. Peter Nowell, using phytohemagglutinin (PHA) to cause red blood cells to stick together, reported that this approach stimulated cell division in some white blood cells. Several investigators reported limited growth and survival of these cultures using PHA.

After our publication demonstrated we had discovered IL-2 and its properties, others claimed the credit. However, we had reported TCGF/IL-2 (T-Cell Growth Factor, or IL-2), as a factor capable of generating normal T-cells in large quantities and predicted that these factor-dependent normal T-cells would provide an excellent tool for molecular and immunological studies of the growth and differentiation of T-cells. In addition, the classification of T-cell subtypes made possible by this discovery could also be utilized in the treatment of cancer patients. Our predictions were quite conservative, as IL-2 has made possible an entirely new area of scientific research.

From the years 1976 to 1982, well over fifty investigators told me they could not reproduce my findings with IL-2 and growing T-cells in large quantities, as we had reported. It’s important to realize that the failure of the scientific community to reproduce the data of a particular scientist does not mean that first scientist was wrong.

More often than not, I’ve found the trouble lies in the inability or unwillingness of the second researcher to follow the procedures provided by the first researcher. I know this will sound shocking to the average member of the public, but it has been my common experience.

Let me state this as clearly as I can.

Scientists often do not follow the precise materials and methods from the published study and then disparage you when they fail because of their own biases and dogma. Inviting such scientists to the lab to observe the results first hand, or sending them reagents, often solved the problem.

At first, Gallo’s disinterest in my findings allowed me to collaborate with others, which was a good thing. Dick Metzgar from Duke University and I demonstrated that the cell surface of growing T-cells was far different than that of non-growing T-cells.5
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