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ABSTRACT

James B. Bliska was born in Grand Junction, Colorado, in 1959, the youngest of four
children. His father was an architect originally from Ann Arbor, Michigan who died when
James was only five years old. His mother was an elementary school teacher from Minnesota.
His family moved throughout the United States several times during his youth, a lifestyle that
provided several challenges for Bliska. It was, however, the yearly summer trips to his family’s
lake house that sparked his interest in biology; and with the positive influence of his high-school
biology teacher, Bliska was able to focus his interests.

Bliska attended Western State College of Colorado for one year and then transferred to
the University of Wisconsin. It was not until his employment as a dishwasher in Oliver
Smithies’ genetics lab that Bliska began to try his hand at research. Eventually he was
performing the majority of the lab procedures and became published. This experience led him
to develop a great interest in academic research and to switch his declared major from biology
to bacteriology. Bliska applied to several Ph.D. programs, and upon receiving his B.S. in
Bacteriology in 1983, he matriculated into the University of California, Berkeley’s Molecular
Biology Ph.D. program, where he worked in Nicholas R. Cozzarelli’s Lab researching DNA
topology during site-specific recombination reactions. He then collaborated with a lab at the
University of California, San Francisco studying drug resistance in trypanosomes. This research
led him down the path of infectious disease, one that would shape his career.

After receiving his doctorate in 1988, Bliska began his postdoc research in Stanley
Falkow’s lab at Stanford University, where he attempted to purify a biologically active form of
a Yersinia surface membrane protein. He then switched his focus to Yops (Yersinia outer
membrane proteins) in a collaborative effort with Jack E. Dixon. He met his wife, Janice
Valmassoi, in Dixon’s lab at Stanford.

In 1993 Bliska accepted a post as a principal investigator in the microbiology department
of the State University of New York, Stony Brook and in 1999 received academic tenure as an
associate professor. Since his arrival at SUNY Stony Brook his researched has focused
primarily on Yops as bacterial toxins and the type-III secretion systems used by Yersinia to
deliver them into host cells. He studies these bacterial-host cell interactions in hopes of
explaining a widely conserved method of toxin delivery that has widespread medical
applications.

Throughout his oral history Bliska emphasizes the importance of balancing personal and
academic responsibilities. Bliska has received several grants, including a postdoc and a Pew
Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences grant, which he discusses in the oral history
interview. He has published many articles on a variety of subjects in his young career.



UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY

INTERVIEWER:

Helene L. Cohen, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program. B.S., Nursing, UCLA;
P.N.P., University of California, San Diego/UCLA; M.A., Theater, San Diego State University.

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:

Place: Bliska's office at State University of New York at Stony Brook.

Dates, length of sessions: May 30, 2000 (104 minutes); May 31, 2000 (73); June 1, 2000 (92).

Total number of recorded hours: 4.5

Persons present during interview: Bliska and Cohen.

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW:

This interview is one in a series with Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences
conducted by the UCLA Oral History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts'
Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences Oral History and Archives Project. The project has
been designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists
awarded four-year Pew scholarships since 1988.

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral
History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In
preparing for this interview, Cohen held a telephone preinterview conversation with Bliska to
obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) and
agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars' interviews and the
documentation in Bliska's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, including
his proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars Program
national advisory committee members. For technical background, Cohen consulted J.D. Watson
et al., Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, California: Benjamin/Cummings,
1987; Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed. New York: Garland, 1994;
Horace F. Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979; and
recent issues of Science and Nature.

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Bliska's childhood in
Denver, Colorado and Minneapolis, Minnesota, and continuing through his undergraduate work
at University of Wisconsin, Madison, his graduate work at University of California, Berkeley,
his postdoc at Stanford University, and the establishment of his own lab at State University of
New York at Stony Brook. Major topics discussed include his study of bacteriology in the
Oliver Smithies laboratory, his entry into the field of infectious diseases, and his current work
on Yop toxins in mammalian cells and the regulation and function of the type-III secretion



systems.

ORIGINAL EDITING:
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interview history. Dan Ryan assembled the biographical summary. Deborah Truitt, editorial
assistant, compiled the index.
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available under the regulations governing the use of permanent noncurrent records of the

university. Records relating to the interview are located in the office of the UCLA Oral History

Program.
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