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ABSTRACT 

 

 Bradley B. Olwin was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, but his family moved to Los Alamos, 

New Mexico, when Olwin was an infant.  There his father was an engineer who worked on the 

Poseidon Missile warhead and on nuclear testing at the test sites in Nevada; his mother was a 

housewife.  Olwin has one younger brother, who now works as an engineer for the Boeing 

Company in Seattle, Washington.  Olwin’s family was a close one, engaging in outdoor weekend 

activities like skiing, water skiing, hiking, camping, backpacking.  He still travels to the Cascade 

Mountains to climb, camp, and backpack.  In high school he loved science but also studied 

Russian literature.  Olwin matriculated at University of California at San Diego because he 

wanted to be an oceanographer; but he soon switched his major to chemistry, which he loved.  

He also kept up his Russian during college.  While still an undergraduate Olwin worked in Stuart 

Brody’s lab and in Susan Taylor’s lab.  Olwin applied and was accepted to the University of 

Washington, where he entered the pharmacology department.  After rotations in Joseph A. 

Beavo’s and Daniel R. Storm’s labs, he joined the Storm lab.  He found a mentor in his lab 

postdoc, David C. LaPorte; there he used anisotropy to study calmodulin-binding interactions.  In 

his third year of graduate school Olwin and his first wife, whom he had married before he left 

San Diego, were divorced.  Subsequently, Olwin met and married Jennifer Martin, who was also 

a student in pharmacology at the University of Washington.  They have two children.  Olwin 

accepted a postdoc at University of California at San Francisco in Zach Hall’s lab, but because 

Jennifer was not able to transfer to San Francisco Olwin left Hall’s lab after just one year and 

went to Stephen Hauschka’s lab at University of Washington, where he stayed for three years.  

From there he accepted an assistant professorship at the University of Wisconsin.  Because his 

wife could not get a job there eventually Olwin decided to accept a professorship at Purdue.  

There Jennifer also was offered a position, and there they remain today.  Olwin continues to 

work on the effects of fibroblast growth factor (FGF) on cell differentiation and regulation, cell 

de-differentiation, and signaling. 
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INTERVIEWER:

Steven J. Novak, Senior Editor, UCLA Oral History Program. B.A., History, University
of Colorado; Ph.D., History, University of California, Berkeley; M.B.A., UCLA Graduate
School of Management.

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:

Place: Tapes I-IV, Olwin's office, Purdue University; Tapes V-VI, Olwin's home,
West Lafayette, Indiana.

Dates, length of sessions: November 30, 1994 (107 minutes); December 1,
1994 (84); December 2, 1994 (42); December 3, 1994 (91).

Total number of recorded hours: 5.5

Persons present during interview: Olwin and Novak.

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's 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 consultants developed a topic outline. In preparing for
this interview, Novak held a preinterview telephone conversation with Olwin to obtain written
background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) and to agree on an
interviewing schedule. He also reviewed prior Pew scholars' interviews and the documentation
in Olwin'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, Novak consulted J.D. Watson et al., Molecular Biology of the
Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, CA: Benjamin/Cummings, 1987 and Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular
Biology of the Cell. 3d ed. New York: Garland, 1994.

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Olwin's childhood in Los
Alamos, New Mexico, and continuing through his education at the University of California, San
Diego, and the University of Washington and the establishment of his labs at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison and Purdue University. Major topics discussed include his research on the
effect of fibroblast growth factor on cell regulation, differentiation, and signaling; the
importance of basic research; science funding; and the problems facing women and two-career
couples in the sciences.
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