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The Salk Institute for Biological Studies, P. O. Box 85800, San Diego, California 92186-5800,

hereinafter calied "Interviewese "

Interviewee agrees to participate in a series of University-conducted tape-recorded
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by University from any party for permission to quote from the Work, for the period of
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typewritten manuscript of the interviews.
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ABSTRACT

Beverly M. Emerson was born in Eugene, Oregon, and spent much of her childhood
there. She was the only child of her two parents, but her father had three children by a previous
marriage. Her parents divorced when she was young, and her mother began travelling, settling
in San Francisco for a month or two at a time and then returning to Eugene. Beverly missed a
great deal of school, but she educated herself by reading. Although she herself had not finished
high school, Beverly’s mother emphasized to Beverly the importance of college education, and
insisted that the University of Oregon was not good enough for Beverly. Somehow able to
support them both, Beverly’s mother sent Beverly to La Chéatelainie Institute in Neuchatel,
Switzerland, for a year. Beverly’s early school experiences did not instill academic diligence,
and Beverly’s grades were only average.

Fortunately, her test scores were good, and she matriculated into the University of
California, San Diego, where at last she discovered a love of learning, especially in science.
During college Beverly spent a year studying at St. Andrews in Scotland, and when she came
back her academic ambitions were well established. She worked in Donald Helinski’s and Peter
Geiduschek’s labs; the latter became her mentor and template for a scientist, and she continues
to have a professional relationship with him still. She admired him so much that when she
graduated she spent a year working as a technician in Geiduschek’s lab.

Deciding to attend graduate school at Washington University in St. Louis, Beverly began
working in Robert Roeder’s lab. Her project caused her some difficulties she could not solve
until a guest speaker, Shirley Tilghman, pointed out something to her. When she finished her
PhD, she decided to accept a postdoc in Gary Felsenfeld’s lab at the National Institutes of
Health; there she began the transcription research that she has continued ever since. Although
she began her current work in Felsenfeld’s lab, that work has branched off from his area; she is
concentrating on -globin and chromatin. Beverly has her own lab now at the Salk Institute for
Biological Sciences. She foresees herself continuing this same work until the end of her career,
quite possibly at the Salk.

In addition to explaining her work, Beverly discussed protein purification, gene cloning,
gene transcription, transcription factors, TATA boxes, chromatin structure, the construction of
an in vitro transcription system, the locus control region, the Salk Institute, her Frog Room, and
the status of women in scientific research.



UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY
INTERVIEWER:

Neil D. Hathaway, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program. B.A., English and
History, Georgetown University; M.A. and C.Phil., History, UCLA.

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:
Place: Salk Institute for Biological Studies, La Jolla, California.

Dates, length of sessions: December 16, 1992 (82 minutes); December 18, 1992
(80); December 21, 1992 (84); January 28, 1993 (201).

Total number of recorded hours: 7.5
Persons present during interview: Emerson and Hathaway.
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 five-year Pew scholarships, from 1988 through 1992.

In preparing for this interview, Hathaway, in consultation with the director of the UCLA
Oral History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants, developed a topic outline to
provide an overall interview framework. Hathaway then held an in-person preinterview
conversation with Emerson to obtain extensive written background information (curriculum
vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) and agree on a research and interviewing timetable.
Hathaway further reviewed the documentation in Emerson's file at the Pew Scholars Program
office in San Francisco, including her proposal application, letters of recommendation, and
reviews by Pew Scholars Program board members.

In addition to reading all of Emerson's published works, Hathaway surveyed recent
articles on gene transcription in the scientific literature. For general background on the recent
history of the biological sciences, Hathaway consulted such works as J.D. Watson et al., The
Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. 2 vols. Menlo Park, CA: Benjamin/Cummings, 1987,
Lubert Stryer, Biochemistry, 3d ed. New York: W.H. Freeman, 1988; Journal of the History of
Biology; and H.F. Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation: Makers of the Revolution in Biology.
New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979.

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Emerson’s childhood in
Eugene, Oregon, and her undergraduate education at University of California, San Diego, and
continuing through her graduate education at Washington University School of Medicine, her
years as a staff fellow at the National Institutes of Health, and the creation of her own lab at the
Salk Institute for Biological Studies. Major topics discussed include protein purification gene



cloning, gene transcription, transcription factors, TATA boxes, chromatin structure, the
construction of an in vitro transcription system, the locus control region, the Salk Institute, and
the status of women in scientific research.

ORIGINAL EDITING:

Steven J. Novak, editor, edited the interview. He checked the verbatim transcript of the
interview against the original tape recordings, edited for punctuation, paragraphing, and
spelling, and verified proper names. Words and phrases inserted by the editor have been
bracketed.

Emerson reviewed the transcript. She verified proper names and made a number of
corrections and additions.

Novak also prepared the table of contents, biographical summary, interview history,
and index.
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