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This research interview is designated Free Access.

Please note: This interview transcript is protected by U.S. copyright law and shall not be
reproduced or disseminated in any way without the express permission of the Science History
Institute. Users citing this interview for purposes of publication are obliged under the terms of
the Center for Oral History, Science History Institute, to credit the Science History Institute
using the format below:

Dennis Fenton, interview by Mark Jones in Malibu, California (Philadelphia:
Science History Institute, Research Interview Transcript # 0035).

Science
History
Institute

Chemistry « Engineering -« Life Sciences

The Science History Institute collects and shares the stories of innovators and of discoveries that
shape our lives. We preserve and interpret the history of chemistry, chemical engineering, and
the life sciences. Headquartered in Philadelphia, with offices in California and Europe, the
Institute houses an archive and a library for historians and researchers, a fellowship program for
visiting scholars from around the globe, a community of researchers who examine historical and
contemporary issues, and an acclaimed museum that is free and open to the public. For more
information visit sciencehistory.org.



INTERVIEWEE

Dennis Fenton was born and raised in Mineola on Long Island, New York. He attended
Manhattan College in the Bronx and later received his PhD in microbiology from Rutgers
University in 1977. Motivated by his father’s cancer diagnosis, Fenton was interested in
becoming an industrial microbiologist. For his thesis, Fenton purified enzymes for the
degradation of a polymer on the fungi cell wall, which had applications during the Vietnam War
to prevent fungal infections in burn wounds. Fenton’s graduate advisor, Dr. Douglas E.
Eveleigh, landed him an interview with Pfizer, where Fenton worked for three years. During
that time, Fenton became interested in biotechnology while reading about recombinant DNA
and Genentech. He began working for Amgen in California; the company was in its early years,
and Fenton was working on fermentation. While he was working as a laboratory head, Amgen
successfully cloned erythropoietin [EPO], which led to the product Epogen. Despite his science
background, Fenton was promoted to the vice president of sales and marketing, though he also
remained active in process development. In this role, Fenton helped to raise sales and marketing
from three hundred million to roughly one billion dollars. He also dealt with the ongoing legal
battles between Amgen and Genetics Institute and Johnson & Johnson. In 1995, Fenton left
sales and marketing and took over as head of operations, where he oversaw the creation of
manufacturing plants in Puerto Rico and Rhode Island. He lives in California, where he enjoys
an active lifestyle and travels with his wife.

INTERVIEWER

Mark Jones holds a PhD in history, philosophy, and social studies of science from the
University of California, San Diego. He is the former director of research at the Life Sciences
Foundation and executive editor of LSF Magazine. He has served in numerous academic posts,
and is completing the definitive account of the origins of the biotechnology industry,
entitled Translating Life, for Harvard University Press.

ABOUT THIS TRANSCRIPT

Staff of the Life Sciences Foundation conducted this interview, which became a part of
our collections upon the merger of the Chemical Heritage Foundation and the Life Sciences
Foundation into the Science History Institute in 2018. The Center for Oral History at the
Science History Institute edited and formatted this transcript to match our style guide, but, as
noted, Science History Institute staff members did not conduct the interview.

The Center for Oral History, Science History Institute, is committed both to preserving
the recording of each oral history interview in our collection and to enhancing research use of
the interviews by preparing carefully edited transcripts of those recordings. The preparation of
interview transcripts begins with the creation of a verbatim typescript of the recording and
proceeds through review and editing by staff of the Center; interviewees may also review the
typescript and can request additions, deletions, or that sections be sealed for specified periods of
time. The Center keeps track of all changes that staff, interviewers, and interviewees make to



the original typescript. Please contact us if you would like additional information about these
materials. We have established guidelines to help us maintain fidelity to the language and
meaning of each recorded interview while making minor editorial adjustments for clarity and
readability. The transcript also includes time stamps at five-minute intervals. We omit without
noting most instances of verbal crutches and all instances of nonlexical utterances. We also
make small grammatical corrections where necessary to communicate interview participants’
meaning. Finally, staff of the Center create the abstract, chronology, and table of contents. With
the availability of online full-text searching of our transcripts, the Center for Oral History opted
to discontinue the practice of preparing a back-of-the-book index for each oral history transcript
in 2020. The Science History Institute is committed to the responsible presentation of the
history of science by addressing evidence of inequality and oppression as well as the
subsequent silences in our collections. To that end, we recognize there may be language in
our oral history collection that is outdated, offensive, or harmful, such as, but not limited
to, the following: racist, sexist, Eurocentric, ableist, and/or homophobic language or
depictions.
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