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ABSTRACT

John M. Leong was born and raised in Berkeley, California, the third of three
siblings. His parents are Chinese-American and had what John calls typical Chinese
expectations for their children; viz., that all three should do well in school and attend lvy
League colleges, and that the boys, at least, should become doctors. This was particularly the
case because John’s grandfather was a dentist and his father a doctor manqué who became a
mining engineer in order to support his family. John, however, was more interested in sports as
a boy, playing tennis especially. He did well enough in school, though, to be accepted by a
number of lvy League colleges. He matriculated at Brown University in their Program in
Liberal Medical Education, which grants both a BS and an MD degree in a shortened time
period.

When he began college he was unsure what he wanted to do, but a class in molecular
biology inspired him to become a research scientist. He decided to take time off from medicine
in favor of earning a PhD. He entered Arthur Landy’s lab, where he began working on
¢80. During this time, he commuted for a few months to Mimi Susskind’s lab at University of
Massachusetts, where he worked with Philip Youderian on P22.

John accepted a postdoc at Tufts University, in Ralph Isberg’s lab, though that lab had
not yet been set up. There he worked on the inv gene of Yersinia pseudotuberculosis, from
which he was nudged toward working on the Lyme spirochete. Deciding to accept a position in
the medical school at Tufts University, he studied integrin binding and proteoglycan binding
with B. burgdorferi in his attempts to characterize genes that encode ligands in B. burgdorferi.

Although he found that the clinical perspective provided by an MD degree made Lyme
disease interesting, Leong felt that he thought more as a basic scientist, and he accepted a
position at the University of Massachusetts. He has found that Lyme is a difficult experimental
study and that there is a hostile political climate surrounding the study of Lyme, and he is
thinking that he will work on enterohemorrhagic E. coli. He laughingly points out that there is
more grant money in E. coli, too, an important factor for any scientist.

Although he likes his work, Leong says that he would also like to spend more time with
his young daughter and his wife, who is a physician; and he would like to play more tennis. He
believes that balancing act is faced by all two-career couples.
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INTERVIEWER:

Andrea R. Maestrejuan, Interviewer, UCLA Ord History Program; B.A., History,
University of California, Irvine, 1988; B.S., Biologica Sciences, University of California,
Irvine, 1988; C.Phil., History, University of California, Riverside.

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:
Place: Leong's office, University of Massachusetts Medical Center.

Dates, length of sessions: February 5, 1997 (87 minutes); February 6, 1997 (95);
February 7, 1997 (76).

Total number of recorded hours: 4.3
Per sons present during interview: Leong and Maestrejuan.
CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW:

Thisinterview is onein 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 Ora 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
Ora History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline.
In preparing for thisinterview, Maestrejuan held a telephone preinterview conversation with
Leong to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published
articles, etc.) and to agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars
interviews and the documentation in Leong's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San
Francisco, including his proposa application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew
Scholars Program national advisory committee members.

For genera background on the recent history of the biological sciences, Maestrejuan
consulted J.D. Watson et a., Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, CA:
Benjamin/Cummings, 1987, and Bruce Alberts et a., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed.
New York: Garland, 1994.

Theinterview is organized chronologically, beginning with Leong's childhood and
continuing through his education at Brown University and Tufts University School of
Medicine and the establishment of hislabs at the New England Medical Center and the
University of Massachusetts Medical Center. Magjor topics discussed include the current
state of Lyme disease research, collaboration and competition, the pressures of a science
career, and the relevance of an M.D. degree for aresearch scientist.

ORIGINAL EDITING:



Gregory M.D. Beyrer, editorial assistant, 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.

Leong reviewed the transcript. He verified proper names and made minor corrections
and additions.

Jane Collings, editor, prepared the table of contents. Beyrer compiled the biographical
summary, interview history, and index.
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