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Part 1, CSHL1010_Ashburner.mp4 

Mila Pollock: [00:00:00] Okay, today is—I never remember dates. 

Michael Ashburner: July the 3rd, 2003 in the Carnegie Library in Cold Spring Harbor. 

Pollock: And what is the—if you count numbers, what is the number of your visits now since 
the first time you came here? 

Ashburner: I don't know, 40? 50? 

Pollock: Oh, fantastic. 

Ashburner: I first came here in 1970. [00:00:30] So that's 30 years, and I've been here at 
least once a year since then, mostly twice a year. 

Pollock: Do you remember your first visit? Why did you come? 

Ashburner: I came to the symposium in 1970.1 

Pollock: What is the name of the symposium of the day? 

Ashburner: I can't remember, look it up. [laughter] 

Pollock: As a matter of fact, I will do it but we'll talk about this. 

Ashburner: You'll see a photograph of me there, kissing a girl's hand.2 [cut in tape 00:01:00] 

Pollock: Do you know how many symposiums you visited? 

Ashburner: Three? 

Pollock: No, one, two, three, four, five. 

                                                       
1 1970 Cold Spring Harbor Symposium on Quantitative Biology, “Transcription of Genetic Material,” 
http://symposium.cshlp.org/site/misc/topic35.xhtml; Michael Ashburner, “A Prodromus to the Genetic 
Analysis of Puffing in Drosophila,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology 35 (1970): 533–38, 
doi:10.1101/SQB.1970.035.01.069. 
2 R. Hendrix, “Some Symposium Participants,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology 35 (1970): 
viii–x, doi:10.1101/SQB.1970.035.01.003. 
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Ashburner: Really? Gosh. 

Pollock: The first was right, it's correct, 1970. Who have you met here at this symposium at 
that time? 

Ashburner: 1970. Well, I'll tell you why I came, and it was quite difficult because, in 1970, 
the summer, we were having our last [00:01:30] child, Isabelle, who is now 33, who gets 
married in three weeks' time. Francesca was pregnant, and I had already agreed to go to a 
meeting in May in Holland, Netherlands, an EMBO (European Molecular Biology 
Organization) meeting. About a week before I went to the Netherlands, I got this letter from 
Jim Watson, [00:02:00] saying, "Come and speak at a symposium." I was like, "Okay." It was 
quite difficult because Francesca was clearly about to give birth. I went to Holland, then I 
came here to the symposium. Then when I was at the symposium, David Hogness (1925–
2019), who I'll talk about later, said I should come to the Nucleic Acid Gordon Conference, 
which he was arranging somewhere in New Hampshire. [00:02:30] There were two or three 
days between the symposium and the Gordon Conference, so I went to Harvard and went to 
a crazy party of a man called Charlie Thomas. Have you ever heard of Charlie Thomas? 

Pollock: Yes. 

Ashburner: Charlie Thomas was then in the Harvard Medical School. He was said to be the 
only professor in medical school who had his own private bathroom. He was very rich. He's 
still alive, he's in California now. [00:03:00] He had begun to work on eukaryotic 
chromosome structure. He had a party in, I think, in Newton in Cambridge to welcome a 
man called Mick Callan (1917–1993). Mick Callan was a very, very great cytologist, and Mick 
had been the examiner of my PhD. Mick was coming over to work [00:03:30] with Charlie 
for the summer, and there's a party at Charlie's to welcome Mick. I went and I took with me 
a young girl, whose name I've forgotten. She was very pretty and very small, and she had 
been in Cambridge at the LMB (MRC Laboratory of Molecular Biology). When Francis Crick 
(1916–2004) first saw her, he stopped, he looked her up and down and he said, "Is that all 
of you?" [00:04:00] Anyway, she was a post-doc of Alex Rich (1924–2015). I went to this 
party with her, and it was very grand. It was a big house in Newton. This girl—Hannah 
Friedman, and Hannah I were the youngest people by a factor of two.  

I met Charlie [00:04:30] actually the first time at this meeting. The first time I met him, it 
was in Blackford, very late at night, and I was very drunk. I was talking to a girl, and he was 
interrupting me, so I told him in no uncertain terms to go away. 

Pollock: Did you know him? 

Ashburner: I didn't know. I didn't know who he was. He said, "Who are you?" I said, "I'm 
Michael Ashburner." "I'm Charlie Thomas." [00:05:00] We got on really well after that. And 
Charlie—there was a controversy about chromosome structure at the time, as to whether 
chromosomes had one or multiple strands. And Charlie distributed a lapel badge to people, 
which said, "I am a unilimist. I believe in one strand of the chromosomes." 

He was an interesting man. He used to go gliding. [00:05:30] He once took Sol Spiegelman 
(1914–1983) gliding. I've forgotten who told me this story, I remember when it was told to 
me, but I've forgotten who told it to me. Sol Spiegelman was very short, much shorter than I 
am. He was maybe 4'6", very short. Sol was in the glider, it's a two-seater glider. Sol was 
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sitting behind Charlie, and [00:06:00] Charlie told Sol to take the controls, which he did, but 
the glider started behaving very erratically. Charlie said, "Push the left pedal. Push the left 
pedal." Sol said, "I can't reach the pedals." [laughs] Sol was a great scientist. He was in New 
York and slightly eccentric, he was a great man. 

Pollock: [laughs] Great story.  

Ashburner: So— 

Pollock: This was the time [00:06:30] when you met Jim? 

Ashburner: Yes, I think it's the first time I met Jim. I'm not sure. I may have met him in 
Cambridge because, by 1970, I knew Francis quite well. When I was an undergraduate 
student, Francis was very famous. 

Pollock: Mike, you started already to talk about Francis, so just talk about him. 

Ashburner: And Francis used to—he didn't lecture. Sydney lectured, [00:07:00] but Francis 
didn't, to students. I saw a bit of Francis because I worked with Sydney Brenner (1927–
2019) in 1963 or 1964, I can't remember. I'll talk about that later. I used to see Francis, but I 
didn't really know him very well. My first contact with Francis was actually much earlier, it 
was in 1962, and the winter of 1962, 1963 was a very, very bad winter in Cambridge. 
[00:07:30] It was kind of a hundred year cold. Francesca and I were living in a small attic 
apartment with no heating. We couldn't get fuel, we couldn't get kerosene, and we were 
about to freeze to death, but we knew a girl, who was called Liz Chelito, who was living in 
the Crick's house as their [00:08:00] au pair. In December of 1962, Francis and Odile went to 
Stockholm to get the Nobel Prize, and then after that, they went off, I think they went to the 
Mediterranean. So we moved into the Crick's house in Portugal Place in Cambridge and lived 
there for about three weeks with Liz and Francis's son, Michael, I think was there, the older 
son—well, there’s only one son who lives in America in Seattle, a son by the first marriage. 
[00:08:30]  

Then I also got to know Francis quite well, not only scientifically but socially as well because 
there was a man who lived just outside Cambridge called John Gayer-Anderson, who was a 
potter. His father had been a fairly famous Egyptologist. He lived in Cairo. If you go to the 
Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, [00:09:00] most of the mummies and the Egyptian 
artifacts were collected by John's father. And so John had a private income, and lived in a big 
house in the village called Waterbeach outside Cambridge. And he and Francis were close 
friends for a long time, and there's a whole social circle around that. John Anderson's great 
thing—so Francis and John had one very strong bond: [00:09:30] they were both very fond 
of women, and talking to women, and other things with women. They jointly owned a 
collection of blue movies, which were 8-millimeter films. John used to have once a year, 
maybe not every year, but often used to have an erotic pottery show. He'd [00:10:00] make 
teapots where the spout of the teapot was a penis, that sort of thing. 

Pollock: Was it only for men? 

Ashburner: Oh, no. Oh no, no, he loved having women there, and he liked— 

Pollock: The parties? 
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Ashburner: Yes. Both, Francis did as well. They both liked to engineer situations between 
couples, triples, quadruples. I mean—I probably shouldn't go much further than this. 

[laughter] 

Pollock: No, but we all know, [00:10:30] it's just confirmation of the facts. 

Ashburner: And John died about 10, 12 years ago. He was quite old. He was about 70 when 
he died. During that period, he got a new French wife, who is still alive, and they have a child.  

So I used to see Francis quite a lot socially. Cambridge was much more social, I think, in the 
1970s than it is now, lots of parties. [00:11:00] In the early 1970s, I tried very hard to get 
Francis to hire me at the LMB, but he wouldn't, so I stayed in genetics. 

But I also—I got to know Sydney very well quite early as well because in 19—I can't 
remember if I told you this, but in the 1960s, the Laboratory for Molecular Biology in 
Cambridge couldn't get graduate students, so they used to have seminars in the evening 
[00:11:30] as a recruiting ground for undergraduates. In my year, three of us applied to do 
PhDs with Sydney. There's myself, Steve Martin, who is now in Berkeley, and Brigid Hogan, 
who has, I think, just moved to Duke. She was in Vanderbilt. We all went to work there 
during vacations, so it becomes a test. I worked on the acridine orange experiment, which 
was a [00:12:00] really famous experiment, which proved the triplet code.3 I worked there I 
think two vacations with Sydney and got to know Sydney quite well then, but he didn't take 
me. He said no to me, he said no to Brigid, and he took Steve. It's okay. We've all done well, 
all three of us have done well. 

Actually, I met Sydney many years later, totally by chance, I met him in an airport [00:12:30] 
when we were both snowed in. He was there, and I was there. We got quite drunk together, 
and he agreed it was a very good thing that he didn't take me as a graduate student, because 
we're both fairly strong personalities. Francis and Sydney, they were amazing at that time in 
the 1960s. They shared this office about half the size of this room, with a big blackboard. 
The door was always open, and the door had a notice on it, which [00:13:00] said, "Lab 
members, just come in. Anyone else, go and see the secretary." You could just walk in there, 
and they'd be sitting there, or they'd be arguing and talking. It was a very exciting time. I 
think Francis is clearly—I think Francis is the greatest biologist since Darwin. He’s amazing, 
but Sydney is also pretty amazing. It's wonderful that Sydney got the Nobel Prize last year. 

Pollock: Can you recall [00:13:30] your conversations with Sydney or just any other 
situation? 

Ashburner: Well, I can actually, in some ways—with both Francis and Sydney, because—
there were major controversies at the time, partly actually due to models of chromosome 
structure, which people like Charlie Thomas and Mick Callan were proposing. Of course, this 
was all before [00:14:00] the days of DNA cloning. We discussed quite a lot, and I changed 
my research as a consequence of that, and I started working on the gene called ADH, which 
codes alcohol dehydrogenase in Drosophila because we thought we could, purely by genetic 

                                                       
3 This is also known as the Crick, Barnett, Brenner, and Watts-Tobin experiment. Francis H. C. Crick et al., 
“General Nature of the Genetic Code for Proteins,” Nature 192, no. 4809 (December 30, 1961): 1227–32, 
doi:10.1038/1921227a0. 

Comment [DL1]: CLIP 
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techniques, distinguish between different chromosome models. That actually turned out not 
to work. It was simply too difficult, [00:14:30] and no one could come up with a really 
rigorous experiment.  

That switch in my research was actually very largely due to conversations with both Francis 
and Sydney. And then the whole thing became moot because the development of cloning 
technology and the adoption of—and then the demonstration, particularly by David 
Hogness in Stanford, [00:15:00] that you could clone Drosophila DNA, and then there's no 
point in trying to do that genetically. It could be done much more trivially. I actually started 
to clone ADH in the late 1970s. In fact, we did clone it. We did clone ADH, and we started to 
sequence it. But then I went to Caltech to give a seminar, and Tom Maniatis (b. 1943) was 
then in Caltech, and [00:15:30] he had a graduate student called David Goldberg, who was 
working trying to clone the Drosophila white gene. I talked to him about what I was doing 
with ADH, and we’d cloned it already, but we hadn't sequenced it. And they switched 
projects, and they sequenced it in about two weeks and beat us to it. 

Pollock: Who? Tom Maniatis? 

Ashburner: Well, yeah, David Goldberg did.4 [00:16:00] Now, there's an interesting 
symposium-related joke attached to this. In the 1985 Symposium, I think the 50th 
symposium, which was one on development—Was that one the one on development?5 

Pollock: Yes. 

Ashburner: One of the big honchos here was a man called Walter Gehring (1939–2014), 
who's a Swiss who'd been in Basel for [00:16:30] very many years, though, I think he comes 
from Zürich, but he lived in Basel for a long time. He was trained by Ernst Hadorn (1902–
1976), who was one of the great developmental biologists of the late 1940s and 1950s and 
early 1960s, a very, very Swiss-Swiss, a very distinguished man. Walter was his student, and 
Walter became a postdoc with Alan Garen (b. 1926) [00:17:00] in Yale, and began actually, 
really, some of the first molecular biology in Drosophila, trying to isolate DNA-binding 
proteins. He went back to the new institute, the Biozentrum [at the University of Basel], and 
built a very good school there.  

One of the things that was done in his lab by his postdocs, particularly by Bill McGinnis and 
Mike Levine and others, was to clone the [00:17:30] first homeodomain genes and identify 
the homeodomain. Now, there was a big row because about the same time, that was also 
done by Matt Scott, who was working in Thom Kaufman's lab in Indiana in Bloomington. 
There was a big kind of priority row about who did what. If you read Peter Lawrence's 
Making of a Fly, there's a historical appendix to it [00:18:00] in which Peter interviewed all 
of the people involved.6 And Walter hated that because it didn't give Walter due credit. 
                                                       
4 David A. Goldberg, “Isolation and Partial Characterization of the Drosophila Alcohol Dehydrogenase Gene,” 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 77, no. 10 (October 1980): 5794–98, 
doi:10.1073/pnas.77.10.5794. 
5 1985 Cold Spring Harbor Symposium on Quantitative Biology, “Molecular Biology of Development,” 
http://symposium.cshlp.org/site/misc/topic50.xhtml 
6 Peter A. Lawrence, The Making of a Fly: The Genetics of Animal Design, 1st ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 
1992). 
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Walter, two or three years ago, actually published a book from his point of view of the true 
history of the discovery of the homeodomain.7  

Be that as it may, Walter, who is actually rather a gentleman, and I like him very much, but 
he does have a characteristic, in public, of claiming credit [00:18:30] for things to himself. 
It's not because he's arrogant, it's like a nervous tic in some ways. It's very peculiar. He was 
talking here at the symposium, he was talking about the early discovery of homeodomain 
and how this was first seen as a band on the Southern blot and how he [00:19:00] 
immediately realized its global importance, and how he then told the postdocs what to do.8 
Many of Walter's ex-postdocs were at this meeting, and this was the days when the meeting 
was down in Bush [Lecture Hall]. Do you know the side room of Bush? 

Pollock: Yes. 

Ashburner: During Walter's talk, all his postdocs, they couldn't bear to be in the same room, 
so they're all in the side room and I was with them, watching on the TV, and they just 
erupted when [00:19:30] they heard this. He said, "I told Rick Garber what to do." And, you 
know, which is—You should give credit to your postdocs anyway. I spoke the next day, and 
you know, I have known Walter for a very long time. We're friends and we go bird watching 
together. I like him and he's a good scientist, but really, his behavior was [00:20:00] too 
much. And some people told him about it. David Hogness actually told him he shouldn't do 
this.  

So I was thinking about what to do. I was talking about ADH, and I said that ADH had been 
sequenced by David Goldberg.9 I said David Goldberg's brother, Michael Goldberg, who is 
now in Cornell, I said David Goldberg's brother, Michael, was a postdoc of Walter Gehring. I 
couldn't speak for five minutes. [00:20:30] Jim came in—I remember that somebody told me 
later, Jim came in, there's huge laughter and clapping. Jim came in as people were laughing 
and clapping and he said, "What's going on?" Someone tried to explain to Jim what it was, 
and Jim didn't really understand. 

Pollock: You have to participate, you have to be there. 

Ashburner: Yes, you have to be there. Sydney is extraordinary. [00:21:00] I think Sydney is 
probably the cleverest person I know, the cleverest scientist I've ever met. He's more than 
that, he achieves things. He gets things done. There are brilliant scientists around, 
sometimes they are too clever, and they never actually do anything because they think of an 
experiment, and they immediately think of all the reasons why either the experiment won't 
work or even if it does work, it won't actually settle the question. [00:21:30] They don't do 
anything. I had a postdoc like that once. It's very annoying, and you want to strangle them. 

                                                       
7 Walter J. Gehring, Master Control Genes in Development and Evolution: The Homeobox Story (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1999). 
8 Walter J. Gehring, “Homeotic Genes, the Homeo Box, and the Genetic Control of Development,” Cold Spring 
Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology 50 (1985): 243–51, doi:10.1101/SQB.1985.050.01.031. 
9 C. Savakis and Michael Ashburner, “A Simple Gene with a Complex Pattern of Transcription: The Alcohol 
Dehydrogenase Gene of Drosophila Melanogaster,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology 50 
(1985): 505–14, doi:10.1101/SQB.1985.050.01.062. 
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You tell them, "Just do the bloody experiment. It's quicker than talking about it. Get on with 
it." This guy wouldn't.  

The other very important person in my life then, who really should be interviewed, is David 
Hogness. 

Pollock: Mike, can you hold on just a sec? 

[cut in tape] 

Ashburner: One of the other very important people in that period was David Hogness. 
[00:22:00] David has been at Stanford really all of his professional life. I think he actually 
started in [Washington University in] St. Louis in Arthur Kornberg's (1918–2007) group, 
but when Arthur moved to the medical school in Stanford, Dave, Paul Berg (b. 1926), and 
others went with him.  

Dave was a very distinguished [00:22:30] geneticist working on phage lambda. He worked 
in Pasteur [Institute] in the 1950s in the great days, and comes from a scientific family. His 
father was a professor in Chicago as a metallurgist, I think, and was involved in the 
Manhattan Project. His brother, John, is retired now but was I think the Chancellor of the 
University of Washington [00:23:00] then, in Seattle. He comes from a very academic family. 
So Dave, in the late 1960s, Dave decided that he wanted to stop working with lambda and 
start working with Drosophila. And he took a year off, he took a year of sabbatical, and he 
spent three months of that at Caltech with Ed Lewis (1918–2004), three months in 
Canberra [at Australian National University] with Jim Peacock (b. 1937), [00:23:30] and 
three months in Tübingen with Wolfgang Beerman. I was lucky enough, I was a postdoc at 
Caltech when Dave was there, when I came in, so I got to know him very well then. 

Pollock: How many years did you spend at Caltech? 

Ashburner: Just one year, a bit less actually. I got to know Dave well in 1968 when he was 
there, because he was very interested [00:24:00] in chromosomes and chromosome 
structure, the genetic organization of chromosomes was a very, very big puzzle at the time. 
And then I think I saw him in Germany as well because I used to go to Tübingen quite a lot 
because Beermann was the grandfather of the field, working on chromosome puffing. 
Beermann has a published—actually, had a very, very important paper [00:24:30] in the 
1956 symposium here, a very important paper in 1956.10 Then in 1969, Dave tried to 
recruit me to Stanford, but that all fell through for complicated reasons. It was quite fun 
actually, because the initial appointment was going to be in biochemistry, and Stanford 
biochemistry is Arthur Kornberg, the great [00:25:00] God of DNA replication. Arthur is a 
very nice man, but if you are 27, he's quite intimidating. He interviewed me, and I had to try 
and persuade Arthur that I was a biochemist. Arthur knew I was lying and I knew that 
Arthur knew that I was lying. 

[00:25:30] I eventually got along very well with Arthur. A few years later, he did something 
horrible to me. I was giving a seminar, the big seminar in Stanford in early 1970s, and Dave 
was my host. In front were all the mountains, there was Arthur Kornberg, Paul Berg, and I 
                                                       
10 Wolfgang Beermann, “Nuclear Differentiation and Functional Morphology of Chromosomes,” Cold Spring 
Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology 21 (1956): 217–32, doi:10.1101/SQB.1956.021.01.018. 
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think Josh Lederberg (1925–2008), I can't remember now. Just as I was going to get up to 
talk, David [00:26:00] introduced me. Arthur got up, he's not much bigger than I am. In fact, 
he may be smaller than I am. He put his arm around me and said, "Michael, this better be 
good."  

I got my own back. He came to Cambridge on sabbatical maybe a year later. Actually, both 
Paul Berg and Arthur came to the sabbatical. I think it was in successive years or very close 
together. I met Arthur at a party once at Mark Bretscher’s (b. 1940). [00:26:30] Mark's in 
the LMB and had a very nice, very old thatched cottage and a large garden, and had great 
garden parties. In fact, if you look in one of the footnotes in Horace Judson's (1931–2011) 
book, you'll find reference to Mark Bretscher’s parties. 

Pollock: Which book? 

Ashburner: The Eighth Day of Creation.11 I remember that party because I remember 
Horace being there. Anyway, this may even be in the same party, I met Arthur [00:27:00] 
there, and he was telling a circle of admirers how he'd just bought a Jaguar for a new car. I 
said, "Arthur, you haven't. A Jaguar?" He said, "Yes." I said, "You can't." He said, "Why?" I said, 
"Arthur, in England, only pimps and bookmakers drive Jaguars." He got very upset. He was a 
very formal man, Arthur. 

Pollock: [laughs] [00:27:30] Did he talk to you after that? 

Ashburner: Oh, yes, he didn't take it too seriously. I heard a lovely story about Arthur I think 
from Ray Gesteland. I was at the meeting at the Santiago Summer Symposium, which is held 
every Northern Winter in Santiago, Chile. About five, six years ago I went. [00:28:00] Ray 
and Arthur, before the meeting—Is it with Ray's wife? I think Arthur's wife had died by then. 
They'd been on a tour down in Tierra del Fuego on a boat. Ray said it was amazing how, 
without anyone saying anything, the whole of the captain's table knew [00:28:30] within the 
first hour that Arthur had a Nobel Prize. 

Pollock: [laughs] If he knew what he was talking about. 

Ashburner: Yes, he let them know. [crosstalk] Maybe David Streisinger was on that trip as 
well, I can't remember now because, after that meeting, I went up to the Altiplano in the 
North of Chile [00:29:00] with another very great geneticist, Piotr Słonimski (1922–2009), 
who is now very old. I met Ray and David and their wives up in this small hotel in Puerta at 
4.5 thousand meters in the Altiplano. 

Pollock: Do you know Ray well? 

Ashburner: No, not very well. 

Pollock: Just occasionally? [crosstalk] Mike, I want to ask you, actually, you just mentioned 
about the funny stories, [00:29:30] scientists and stories, can you bring up other stories? 

Ashburner: I probably can, but I probably need to get drunk first, I can't remember. 

                                                       
11 Horace Freeland Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation: Makers of the Revolution in Biology, 1st ed. (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1979). Ashburner is misremembering some details, because The Eighth Day of Creation 
does not have footnotes; however, there is a garden party in 1976 described in some detail on page 227. 

Comment [DL2]: CLIP 
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Pollock: Well, let's start with water. 

Ashburner: Yes, I know it's not good enough. I can tell you all the Cold Spring Harbor stories, 
which aren't necessarily funny. I'll tell you one which still actually annoys me. And is to do 
with— [00:30:00] You've interviewed Alfred Tissières? 

Pollock: I did. 

Ashburner: You have? 

Pollock: I did. 

Ashburner: In Geneva or here? 

Pollock: No, here. Two years ago. 

Ashburner: Okay. 

Pollock: We need stories about Alfred, that's for sure. 

Ashburner: Of course, he spent a lot of time in Cambridge. I think was a fellow at King's 
College at one time. Anyway, so Alfred was a [00:30:30] great friend of Herschel Mitchell 
(1913–2000). Now, Herschel is not well known, but he was a great scientist and a great guy. 
He died, I think, two or three years ago. Herschel was the guy I went to Caltech to do my 
postdoc with. Herschel had been trained as a chemist and was actually hired by [George] 
Beadle (1903–1989), [00:31:00] the great geneticist who later got the Nobel Prize, as a 
chemist in the early days of work on pathways in Neurospora. And then in the early 1950s—
and Herschel at the time was married to Mary Mitchell who was a very good geneticist and 
did really the first convincing experiment which showed [00:31:30] gene conversion in 
fungi.12 They later separated. Herschel went to Zürich on a sabbatical to work with Hadorn, 
who was the great man in Zürich in the 1950s and switched to Drosophila. So I—I'm not 
quite sure how, but Herschel and Alfred were very close friends, I don't quite know how 
they got together. [00:32:00] While in Zürich, Herschel married Hadorn's technician Anna 
Marie, who is still alive, just to let you know.  

And so in 1974—I have to go back a bit. When I was with Herschel in 1968, one of the things 
I did [00:32:30] was I studied the response of Drosophila to heat shock. This had actually 
been discovered by a man called Ritossa, Ferruccio Ritossa (1936–2014) an Italian then in 
Naples in 1962.13 No one had followed it up or done anything systematically, it was just one 
of these weird curiosities. When I was at Caltech, I started doing some very systematic 
studies on heat shock which I continued [00:33:00] and finished and wrote up when I was in 
Cambridge. And at that time the field, even in Drosophila, was a curiosity. It's now very 
important because it opened up the whole field of chaperones. It's now really central. I'll 
come back to that a bit. Let me tell you this bit of the story first. [00:33:30] One of the great 
puzzles was—what we were looking at were puffs in protein chromosomes, so that we 
could see—which were induced, which active genes from the hypothesis actually of 
                                                       
12 Mary B. Mitchell, “Aberrant Recombination of Pyridoxine Mutants of Neurospora,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 41, no. 4 (April 15, 1955): 215–20. 
13 Ferruccio Ritossa, “A New Puffing Pattern Induced by Temperature Shock and DNP in Drosophila,” 
Experientia 18, no. 12 (December 1962): 571–73, doi:10.1007/BF02172188. 
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Beerman in the 1956 symposium paper. We had started with my assistant, Mike Lewis, 
who's now in the LMB in Cambridge. We had started experiments to try and [00:34:00] 
discover the changes in protein synthesis which occurred after heat shock. We were doing 
this using a fairly crude technology, which was that we were double-labeling proteins. So we 
had two sets of larvae. One you labeled the proteins with a carbon-14 and the other was 
tritium and then you mix them together and separate the proteins on a tube gel, acrylamide 
gel. [00:34:30] Then at the end of electrophoresis you expel this gel from the glass holding 
tube, normally by blowing down the tube. It's a bit dangerous because acrylamide is very 
nasty and it was also radioactive. 

Then you'd cut the gel into millimeter slices with a razor blade. In fact, you had this 
automatic—it was either made or bought, I can't remember now, an automatic arm which 
did this and cut the gel. Then you counted [00:35:00] the tritium and C-14 ratio. That was 
actually really quite complicated because the tritium and C-14 channels overlap. You had to 
do days of computation by hand to work out what the real numbers were, until a man called 
Jim Pastell who was a graduate student with Fotis Kafatos (1940–2017) actually gave me a 
FORTRAN program to do it because that was the first computing I did. Jim Pastell is now 
[00:35:30] called Jim Ostell because he married a woman called Oster and they merged their 
names and is now a big bioinformatics honcho in the NCBI in Washington. So we’d 
discovered, by this really laborious technique, that there were a small number of proteins 
which were induced by heat shock. Alfred came through on a visit on his way, in preparation 
for a sabbatical with Herschel in Caltech. [00:36:00] He came and told me that what he 
wanted to do when he was in Caltech was to develop a cell-free protein synthesis system for 
Drosophila. 

I told him what we were doing. I showed him my results. I came here for the—1973 
symposium? I can't remember now. I remember I was in Blackford and Alfred said, "I've got 
something to show you." I said, "Yes?" He [00:36:30] opened his briefcase and brought out 
an autoradiograph, an x-ray film, showing the induction of these proteins by heat shock. So 
he'd actually taken over the project, and used much better technology, which I didn't know 
about because—using slab gels. It was crazy that I didn't know about it, because that 
technology was developed in Cambridge by—[00:37:00] Oh, I've lost his name. Bill Studier, 
who is actually I think at Stony Brook [University]. I telephoned back to Cambridge, which is 
quite something to do at that time. By the time we got back, Mike Lewis had built the 
apparatus and we'd repeated the experiment. I'm slightly annoyed that they beat us to that. 

Pollock: [00:37:30] As you're talking this, what do you think about competition in science? 

Ashburner: I've been pretty lucky actually. I've never really forgiven Alfred for doing that. 
We get on perfectly well. I've never said anything to him. When this film is looked at in 50 
years' time, his recollection will almost certainly be different. It always is. [00:38:00] 
Different fields have different characters. Some fields are hyper-competitive. It’s well known 
that the tumor virus field was totally unreasonably competitive.  

By and large Drosophila biology hasn’t been. Drosophila biologists had a very strong 
tradition right at the beginning [00:38:30] in 1910 of being collaborative rather than 
competitive. But, yeah, people do get very competitive. It can sometimes work out. I've had 
lots of competitions and—or have been involved in competitive situations. Sometimes, it 
really depends upon the person—Actually really much more of personal chemistry between 
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the two people. [00:39:00] One very early one was, we had discovered, I can’t remember 
when—I’m very bad with dates. It must have been the early 1980s. We discovered the 
alcohol dehydrogenase gene had two promoters. And that was a very unusual dynamic. In 
fact, I think it was only the second case. There was a case in a mouse from Lausanne of a 
gene with two promoters, when we discovered it. [00:39:30] At least that was a hypothesis. 
We still worked on experiments. The evidence wasn’t absolutely complete in—1983, I can 
date it. We were convinced ourselves that we have at least a month of getting it updated to 
publish. I came to the Drosophila conference in the States, which was in Storrs. 

The reason I know it was in 1983 because it was at Storrs that Gerry Rubin (b. 1950) and 
Allan Spradling (b. 1949) announced that they had achieved a [00:40:00] transformation of 
Drosophila.14 It was a very historic occasion. I met, at Storrs, Cheeptip Benyajati. Cheeptip is 
now in Rochester, I think. Our sciences moved apart. Cheeptip was working on ADH. I was 
talking to Cheeptip and it's clear that she had also got evidence for two promoters by doing 
rather diferent experiments. [00:40:30] I remember very well sitting down on the floor in a 
corridor with Cheeptip, and we both had notebooks out. It was very clear that, if we put our 
experiments together, we could publish next week, because she'd basically come at it from 
the right side and I had come at it from the left side and we had met. That’s how we did it. I 
think that one of my postdocs was actually quite pissed off about that because he thought 
we should [00:41:00] actually just compete and get it out, but we actually published a joint 
paper, which I think is good.15 

Other times people just can’t get it together and the egos get in the way. It’s very complex. 
Some competition is good because otherwise people get lazy and they just sit back. 
[00:41:30] And experiments should be repeated. It depends how surprising the result is. If 
the result is very surprising and unexpected, and not predicted on current models, then no 
one’s going to believe it till it’s been repeated anyway. So if two different groups 
competitively come up with the same result then it will get accepted much more quickly. 
[00:42:00] Of course, they could be the same artifact. So I think—there are people who are 
hyper-competitive and thrive on competition. I don’t really because I don’t like that pressure. 
I’d much rather do things in my own time. 

Pollock: Do you think in science should be existing competition? 

Ashburner: You can’t—it’s not a question of whether it should be existing or not. [00:42:30] 
It’s just like competition for a woman. If another man was here, we would both be trying to 
compete for your attention, come on. It’s just the same. We’d just substitute your body for a 
scientific paper. 

Pollock: Great comparison. 

Ashburner: It’s just human nature. Some people are more competitive than others. They’re 
more competitive for women, or for running a marathon, or [00:43:00] in doing their 
                                                       
14 Gerald M. Rubin and Allan C. Spradling, “Genetic Transformation of Drosophila with Transposable Element 
Vectors,” Science 218, no. 4570 (October 22, 1982): 348–53, doi:10.1126/science.6289436. 
15 Cheeptip Benyajati et al., “The Messenger RNA for Alcohol Dehydrogenase in Drosophila Melanogaster 
Differs in Its 5’ End in Different Developmental Stages,” Cell 33, no. 1 (May 1, 1983): 125–33, 
doi:10.1016/0092-8674(83)90341-0. 
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science. See, the difference in science—yeah, in theory two men couldn’t cooperatively 
seduce one woman. That probably happens, but it’s not very often. 

Pollock: It’s possible. 

Ashburner: It's possible. Even that would probably start getting rather competitive at a 
certain stage in the game. In science, [00:43:30] if two scientists or two groups of scientists 
find themselves doing the same thing at least they have the chance to cooperate. I think they 
should take it if they can. But you can only cooperate with people for whom you have a high 
regard and respect. If I found that Joe Bloggs in Arkansas was competing with me [00:44:00] 
and I thought he was a shit and stupid, there’s no question. I wouldn’t want to cooperate 
with him. But if it was someone I respected, I’d much rather cooperate if I can. I’ve been in 
situations where I could have cooperated had people behaved differently, but they behaved 
in such a way that I thought, bugger it, I'm going to compete with them. 

Pollock: Yes, that is true. [00:44:30] Michael, can you talk about Barbara McClintock (1902–
1992)? 

Ashburner: A bit, yes, I used to see Barbara—I used to come here quite a lot for meetings 
and for courses, and then we started the book publishing here. I’d always go and pay my 
respects to Barbara. I’d always go down to her office over there and we’d talk. For a period 
[00:45:00] she would offload her Drosophila reprints on me. I actually have all of Barbara’s 
reprints from Curt Stern (1902–1981), from [Theodosius] Dobzhansky (1900–1975), and 
from [Richard] Goldschmidt (1878–1958) and various other people. She’d give them to me. 
And these are great because I shouldn’t say this, because the lab will want them back, 
particularly ones from before the war. They are annotated in red or [00:45:30] blue pencil. 
And so—We’d talk genetics. She was wonderful, a wonderful person to talk to. But she was a 
bit touchy. I remember once I met her on the bridge going over to Demerec. I’d just arrived 
and I saw her there. I said, “Hey Barbara. How are you?” She said, “Why do people keep 
asking about my health?” I said, [00:46:00] “Okay, okay.” 

The last time I saw her was a few months before she died. The lab had just published the 
festschrift to Barbara. In fact, it hadn’t been published but John gave me a copy. The press 
only had a couple of copies, but John gave me one. I thought it would be great if I could get 
Barbara to sign [00:46:30] it. Barbara was living in Hooper, of course. I went to see Susan 
who was— because Barbara, this really was a few months before she died, she was quite 
frail then. I went to see Susan and said I’d like to see Barbara. And she fixed it up. And Susan 
said, “You can’t stay more than ten minutes.” I said, “Okay.” 

I went down and Barbara came [00:47:00] and let me in and we sat down. We’re talking and 
I said “I’ve got this book with me.” I said, “Barbara, it would do me a great pleasure if you 
would sign it for me.” “I don’t do that sort of thing. No, no, no, I don’t do that.” We talked and 
I said, “Don’t worry.” We talked and we talked, actually mostly about her early career when 
she was a meteorologist before the war or during the war, the early part of the war. And we 
talked, and we talked and every now and again [00:47:30] she’d look at the book and say, 
“Look, I’m sorry. I don’t do that.” I said, “Barbara, relax. It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about 
it.” We talked for about an hour and a half. I eventually said, “Look, Barbara, I really have to 
go.” I didn’t, but I felt I had to get away. She said, “Okay, well, give me the book.” She said, “Do 
you have a pen on you?” I gave her the book and she wrote in the front. I thanked her very 
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much and [00:48:00] I walked out. Then I opened it. It said, “To Michael, may he have all the 
success he deserves.” Oh, she was sharp. 

Pollock: It's great. 

Ashburner: She’s great. That’s the last time I saw—[cut in tape] That’s the last time I saw 
Barbara and she died a couple of months later, I think. [00:48:30] One thing we talked about 
I remember then was [Evelyn] Fox Keller’s book, The Mystery of the Organism, which she 
hated, Fox Keller’s biography.16 Fox Keller did Barbara a great disservice, in that she built 
her up as this feminist icon who’d never got [00:49:00] recognition, she’d never been 
accepted. It was crazy. Barbara is the second woman elected to the National Academy. Her 
classical work in cytology had enormous recognition. She showed with Harriet Creighton 
(1909–2004) in 1931 [00:49:30] that recombination actually involves a physical exchange 
of chromosomal material.17 She was beaten to that by Curt Stern who did the same 
experiment in Berlin a few months earlier, but it’s still a wonderful experiment.18 

I think the fact that she spent the last 50 years here not traveling very much—that [00:50:00] 
was what she wanted to do, it wasn’t because she was being ignored by people. And 
Barbara’s—the public perception of Barbara is very much misunderstood because her work 
on transposable elements in maize—and I was taught that as an undergraduate, as a part 
of— 

Pollock: I'm sorry, Mike. [00:50:30] Say again, because I just wrote something. Her work— 

Ashburner: Her work in transposable elements in maize was far from being overlooked. I 
was taught as an undergraduate. Part of the problem was that she never really published it. 
Most of that work was published in her annual reports back to the Carnegie [Institution for 
Science]. There are very few serious papers. There's at least one symposium paper, and 
there's a Brookhaven symposium paper as well.19 [00:51:00] 

No one ever doubted that, but what people doubted and quite correctly, and she was wrong, 
was the role that transposable elements may have in development. She was wrong. I don't 
think anyone believed her at the time. But, you know, she was a great geneticist, and a 
fantastic geneticist. To build her into this [00:51:30] feminist icon which—but that's now 
been corrected very much by this new biography of Barbara by— 

Pollock: Nathan. 
                                                       
16 Evelyn Fox Keller, A Feeling for the Organism: The Life and Work of Barbara McClintock (New York: Freeman, 
1983). 
17 Harriet B. Creighton and Barbara McClintock, “A Correlation of Cytological and Genetical Crossing-Over in 
Zea Mays,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 17, no. 8 (August 1931): 492–97. 
18  
19 Barbara McClintock, “Chromosome Organization and Genic Expression,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on 
Quantitative Biology 16 (1951): 13–47, doi:10.1101/SQB.1951.016.01.004; Barbara McClintock, “The Control 
of Gene Action in Maize,” Brookhaven Symposia in Biology 18 (1965): 162–84. McClintock gave a total of three 
papers at the CSH Symposia, the other two are: “Spontaneous Alterations in Chromosome Size and Form in Zea 
Mays,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia on Quantitative Biology 9 (1941): 72–81, 
doi:10.1101/SQB.1941.009.01.010; and, “Controlling Elements and the Gene,” Cold Spring Harbor Symposia 
on Quantitative Biology 21 (1956): 197–216, doi:10.1101/SQB.1956.021.01.017. 
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Ashburner: —by Nathan [Comfort], yes.20 He's quite right. He says that Fox Keller, who—I 
mean, Fox Keller is just achieving her own political agenda and doesn't understand genetics. 
I mean, she wrote this crazy book about the death of the concept of the gene, and doesn't 
understand it at all.21 Anyway. [00:52:00] 

Pollock: Mike, can you talk about writing? I think you published books, you are a writer. How 
is that to write, from your perspective? 

Ashburner: Painful. Yes, I don't quite know why I do it actually. 

Pollock: What do you think about scientific papers? Should the [00:52:30] scientific paper 
written in a very good way or it doesn't matter how you can- 

Ashburner: No, you have to be clear. No, I think people really—I mean, if you can't write 
clearly and reasonably elegantly, even though the science may be good, it's not going to be 
much pleasure to read. [00:53:00] Yes, I didn't quite know why I did this big Drosophila 
book.22 I had edited books before. I had edited a big multi volume book on drosophila in the 
1970s and early 1980s. I actually did that really to educate myself. I did that. I got lots of 
people to write reviews for me, and that's great in publishing. 

Pollock: What about the book— 

Ashburner: About the grey book? [00:53:30] 

Pollock: —Novitski, this book? 

Ashburner: That's Novitski. Well, the first part of that was done with Ed Novitski (1918-
2006), who—Now Ed Novitski is a very interesting character. Ed Novitski and Ed Lewis, 
were at high school together in some small town in Pennsylvania, and they got interested in 
genetics, and started corresponding with Calvin Bridges (1889–1938). Bridges sent them 
[00:54:00] stocks and encouraged them. Bridges was a very, very great geneticist. He died 
very young in 1941. Bridges had a colorful private life. [Thomas Hunt] Morgan (1866–1945), 
who was the boss disapproved, and for that reason Bridges never had a faculty job at 
Caltech. He was always [00:54:30] a Carnegie staff member. In the drosophila field, there 
had always been among the younger people, this mystery and mystique of how Bridges died. 
There were lots of elaborate stories going around about how he'd been shot by a lover's 
husband, and various other things. It turned out to be actually rather more tragic than that. 
He died of syphilis, [00:55:00] and all the complications from syphilis. We know that 
because Scott Hawley, with whom I'm writing now, Scott's brother is a DA who works—
Scott's brother I think works in the coroner's office in LA. We eventually got a copy of the 
death certificate. It's interesting because see Ed Lewis— 

Pollock: He's writing a paper about him. He finished, Ed Lewis— 

                                                       
20 Nathaniel C. Comfort, The Tangled Field: Barbara McClintock’s Search for the Patterns of Genetic Control 
(Harvard University Press, 2009). 
21 Evelyn Fox Keller, The Century of the Gene (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
22 Michael Ashburner and Edward Novitski, The Genetics and Biology of Drosophila (London: Academic Press, 
1976). 
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Ashburner: Ed is, yes. Has he? [00:55:30] See, he won't say any of this. He won't say any of 
this. I know this because Ed gave a talk at the drosophila meeting last year on Calvin Bridges, 
and it was all very scientific. There was no personal stuff at all. That's the tradition at 
Caltech. [Alfred] Sturtevant (1891–1970), who's the greatest geneticist ever, in my view, at 
Caltech. Sturt was a gentleman, and Sturt, [00:56:00] in fact, redid his papers, his letters, 
before he died, and he removed everything, which could be derogatory to anybody else. His 
papers have been self-censored by Sturt. They’re in the American Philosophical Society in 
Philadelphia. Lewis has got the same sort of thing. And it would be extremely difficult to get 
any personal things out of Ed.  

Ed is wonderful, Ed and his wife, Pam. 

Pollock: [00:56:30] Talk about Ed, because I interviewed him just a few months ago. I 
work—actually I've helped with [unintelligible] Bridges. 

Ashburner: Ed's a hero. I mean, he's just an amazing man. He's achieved so much and he's 
had a life—He's been at Caltech, of course, since he was a graduate student, except a period 
when he was in the Meteorological Service during the war. [00:57:00] He's had his share of 
tragedy. Pam, his wife, who is wonderful person, has not been well for many, many years 
now. And they lost a son, I think in a climbing accident. 

Pollock: In climbing. 

Ashburner: Yes. Was that Keith? I can't remember now. The word indomitable is for Ed and 
Pam. Until very recently they traveled everywhere together. [00:57:30] I remember Ed 
turning up in London once with Pam. They turned up one morning and they stayed in one of 
the big West End hotels, and Francesca and I had lunch with them, I think. That same day, 
they'd just flown on from SFO, from San Francisco, or LA probably. That same day, they were 
going to the opera, in the evening. 

Pollock: They loved opera. 

Ashburner: He's never established a school, [00:58:00] Ed, in the sense that Sturtevant did, 
but he does have people who work with him. He really wants to work himself. I mean, Ed's 
wonderful, but he, in some ways he’s like Barbara in some ways. They work best by 
themselves. Neither Ed nor Barbara [00:58:30] were good at or are good at talking in public 
about their work. I can remember—I have a photograph of Ed of giving a talk at a creek 
meeting, and trying to explain something with models and Peter [A. Lawrence?] trying to 
help him. I mean, everyone else was just collapsed with laughter because Ed couldn't 
understand why people were laughing at him. Everyone loves Ed. [00:59:00] Everyone loves 
Ed, not only because he's such a great scientist, but because he and Pam are just wonderful 
human beings. 

Novitski, he was a contemporary of Ed's, and went to school together. Ed got hired at 
Caltech, Novitski didn't. Novitski ended up in Eugene (University of Oregon). [00:59:30] I 
don't know, I never really discussed it with Novitski, but I think he's felt rejected ever since. 
As a consequence, he's not the easiest of men to work with. He's retired now but he's got a 
little historical website up. If you want to read about Sturtevant and Dobzhansky. 

Pollock: Yes, he has a very nice actually website. I know about the site. It's about his 
recollection as a student. 
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Ashburner: That's right, yes. [01:00:00] 

Pollock: Mike, you know what I would like also— 

[sound cut] 

[01:00:12] [END OF PART 1 AUDIO] 
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Mila Pollock: [00:00:00] Michael, it's Matt Meselson. 

Michael Ashburner: Yes. In 1968, when I was at Caltech, in November, I came to a meeting in 
Boston. 

Pollock: I'm sorry. Just check your— 

Ashburner: Yes, I'm on. 

Pollock: Maybe it's just mine. Okay, let's start again. Matt Meselson. 

Ashburner: Yes. 1968 in November, I came to a meeting in Boston. It was a joint meeting of 
[00:00:30] the Genetics Society of America and the cell biologists. I gave a talk, and it was 
held in, I think, the Sheraton or the Prudential, one of these big hotels—in the Sheraton in 
Boston. And I gave one of these 15-minute talks [00:01:00] which are held in a small room 
with no windows. And it was awful. It was awful for two reasons. The first is that I'd been 
drunk the night before, very, and so I didn't feel very well. The other reason is that the 
projector was faulty and the fan on the projector wasn't working, and the fan was burning 
up the slides. [00:01:30] The chairperson of that session is a lovely man, a wonderful man 
called John Lucchesi who is in Emory. A very wonderful man, a scientist, a good scientist. 
The relevance of the projector is that the speaker before me was a man called David Suzuki 
(b. 1936), who's now a big TV star [00:02:00] in Canada and he doesn't speak to me. He's far 
too grand. David had isolated some of the first temperature-sensitive mutations in 
Drosophila, and he was talking about this. Of course, the irony was that he had slides which 
are temperature-sensitive. They're burning up. I couldn't afford to have my slides burn 
because after this meeting, I was going down to Philadelphia, to Fox Chase [Cancer Center] 
to give a talk. [00:02:30] I go, "Next slide, next slide, next slide, next slide," and also I felt 
awful. I left that room. I walked out of that room at the end of my talk. 

I was getting back to bed to get some sleep, and this very, very smart and smooth man 
approached me and said, "I want to talk to you." I said, "Yes." He said, "I’m Matt Meselson. 
Nice to meet you." I was a kid. He was a god. He said, "I want you to come over to Harvard 
because we're thinking [00:03:00] of hiring a professor." I said, "Look, I'm too tired. I really 
want to go to bed." Anyway, he said, "No, I want you to come over." We went over to Harvard 
and I was interviewed—that could have been the first time I met Jim! Because I was 
interviewed, not formally, but essentially I was interviewed by Matt, by Wally Gilbert (b. 
1932), and by Jim for a junior assistant professorship in Harvard. [00:03:30] 
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Anyway, that evening, Matt took me out to dinner with his then-girlfriend, who he married 
for a period. He later married somebody else. Another girl came along, an English girl who I 
knew. She was an economist from Oxford. I knew her because she had babysat for our 
children on at least one visit to [00:04:00] Oxford because she was a friend. It's very 
complicated. She was a friend of a close friend of ours called Mary Kaldor (b. 1946). Mary 
Kaldor's father [Nicholas Kaldor/Káldor Miklós, 1908–1986] was a great Hungarian 
Cambridge economist. He was advisor to [James] Callaghan (1912–2005) in the [first 
Harold] Wilson (1916–1995) government (1964–1970) and was one of that wonderful 
crowd of pre-war Budapest. The economist [Thomas/Támás] Balogh (1905–1985), 
[00:04:30] and Kaldor, and the physicist [Leo] Szilard (1898–1964), [John] von Neumann 
(1903–1957), Edward Teller (1908–2003), an extraordinary intellectual—from the 
Gymnasium in Budapest. We used to go and stay with Mary in Oxford, and this girl who Matt 
brought along to dinner. So it turned out that Matt and I had a overlapping circle of 
friendship, which is totally outside science. [00:05:00] Another woman in Cambridge called 
Emma Rothschild (b. 1948), who was Victor Rothschild’s (1910–1990) daughter and is now 
married to Amartya Sen (b. 1933), who got the Nobel Prize in economics. 

Pollock: My God. [crosstalk] What about Matt Meselson? 

Ashburner: It was all kind of like this. Anyway, I think I was offered this job at Harvard and I 
went back. I can't remember now, really. I went back to Caltech and told them about it. They 
said, "You're [00:05:30] crazy. Harvard eat people like you and spit them out before 
breakfast." Then they tried to recruit me at Caltech and I turned Harvard down. I can’t 
remember whether I got a formal offer now, but anyway, I told Matt I wasn't interested.  

But then in the early 1970s, Matt got interested in heat shock. I was spending a lot of time in 
Harvard in the early 1970s. I used to teach a course there for Fotis Kafatos. I used to spend 
[00:06:00] a lot of time—Matt had two very brilliant graduate students, Susan Lindquist 
(1949–2016), who's now director of the Whitehead [Institute] in MIT, and Steve Henikoff 
who is in the Hutch (Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center) in Seattle. They're both 
graduate students at the time, and both working on heat shock. I spent a lot of time working 
with them. Then Matt got interested in transposable elements and I was quite interested in 
transposable elements. I used to spend a lot of time with Matt at that [00:06:30] time. 

Pollock: Michael, you know what that— 

Ashburner: There are other stories about Matt, but I really can’t talk about them on tape, not 
on tape anyway. 

Pollock: No, I want it.  

[cut in tape] 

Pollock: Courses at Cold Spring  Harbor Laboratory. 

Ashburner: Okay. I first got involved in courses here in the 1970s. And there’s a course 
which was organized by—I think the first year was by Joe Gall (b. 1928) and Mary-Lou 
Pardue. 

Pollock: What is the name of the course? 
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Ashburner: [00:07:00] Probably cytogenetics. I can’t remember now. It was held in 
Hershey—sorry, Demerec, and it ran for three or four years. I don’t know, you could look it 
up. I used to come every year as an instructor. That was great fun. I always used to stay at 
Wawepex before they ruined it. [00:07:30] They were very hard work, but great fun. These 
were lab courses. I did maybe three or four years of that. I don’t know. I can’t remember now. 
It’s probably in the record somewhere. Then in the late 1980s, Gerry Rubin approached me 
and said, "We should perhaps run a Drosophila genetics course together." He’d been talking 
to the lab here because Gerry had been an undergraduate— 

Pollock: [00:08:00] [unintelligible 00:08:00] 

Ashburner: Yes. He knows the lab very well, and is known by the lab very well. Gerry and I 
are close friends and collaborate quite a lot subsequently to this. I don’t think David Stewart 
was here then. I can’t remember. Anyway, Terri [Grodzicker] was much [00:08:30] involved 
in the early setting up this course. We decided that it would be a lecture course at Banbury. 
We did that first in 1990. Then the lab asked us to do it again, and we said we’d do it every 
two years, not every year just because of the amount of work involved. We did it in 1992 
together. Then I think for 1994, Gerry stepped down and [00:09:00] Scott Hawley (b. 1953) 
came in as the co-organizer. Last year, we had Ken Burtis as well, really three of us running 
it. I’ve been doing it every two years since 1990. 

Pollock: What is special about this courses? 

Ashburner: It’s a lecture course, but it’s really emphasizing genetic techniques for 
Drosophila rather than molecular techniques. We do discuss some molecular biology. We get 
20 very good [00:09:30] students every year. It’s exhausting, absolutely exhausting. It’s a 
two-week course. 

Pollock: What about this— 

Ashburner: It’s nice. Banbury is a wonderful place to have a course. I think the courses here 
have been very important. A lot of people come through. I’ve come in for the odd day on 
some of the other courses, but not very often. There’s a strong tradition of Drosophila 
courses here. There's a [00:10:00] Drosophila neurobiology course, which I've never taught 
on, but I've been around when it's here. I think the lab does courses very well, actually. It's a 
very good functional lab. 

Pollock: Mike, what do you think about this lab in the future? 

Ashburner: I don't know. I can't see in the future Mila. I don't know what's going to happen. 

Pollock: What do you think about this lab today? 

Ashburner: It's great. I mean, I think the really critical stage [00:10:30] was when Jim 
handed over to Bruce [Stillman], and particularly because it was really quite difficult to find 
a director. I think it took a lot of courage for Bruce to say, yes, he can work with Jim. Because 
clearly Jim wasn't—had Jim been leaving, and gone to live in Vermont, it'd be quite different. 
Knowing [00:11:00] that your director, and Jim is not only president, but he's here. Of 
course, at that time, he was still living in Airsley. I think that was a really quite a tough thing 
to do. A number of people like David Botstein and Bruce Alberts just said no. 

[cut in tape] 

Comment [DL12]: ?? Check this 
name? 



CSHL Oral History, Michael Ashburner, July 3, 2003  19/24 

File names: CSHL1010_Ashburner.mp4, CSHL1011_Ashburner.mp4 

Pollock: Well, I would like to thank you for now, I'm sure we'll be back. Because I feel like 
you belong to this place, as well as probably to others. [00:11:30] Thank you so much. 
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