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ABSTRACT 

 

Stephen R.J. Salton was born in Cambridge, England, and moved to Australia when he 

was about seven.  When he was about ten, his family moved to Cranford, New Jersey, where his 

father became chairman of the microbiology department at New York University.  Salton 

attended public schools, and he remembers a good chemistry teacher.  He had an early interest 

in biology, partly because he liked it and partly because his perception of science was 

influenced by his father‟s career.  Although he felt that there were deficiencies in his pre-college 

science curriculum, he did have a chance to perform research one summer in the Joel 

Oppenheim and Martin Nachbar labs at New York University. 

Salton entered the University of Pennsylvania to major in biology; there he found 

stimulating introductory biology and biochemistry courses.  He had the opportunity to undertake 

undergraduate lab work at the Wistar Institute with James England and Michael Halpern who 

taught him the importance of learning to solve problems at the bench.  He decided to enter New 

York University's M.D./Ph.D. program, where he did his Ph.D. research in pharmacology under 

Michael Shelanski and Lloyd Greene, making antibodies for work on PC12 cell surface 

glycoprotein response to nerve growth factor v (NGF) treatments.  He became enmeshed in the 

debate over basic science and clinically relevant research and the funding problems raised by 

that debate. 

Though somewhat dissatisfied with medical school coursework, some of that 

dissatisfaction was mitigated when in his second year he met his future wife, Johanna Baeuerle.  

Also to his benefit during his schooling, Salton had a good working relationship with Shelanski 

and Greene who taught him the usefulness of collaborations between labs for meeting funding 

deadlines and the politics involved in collaborations.  He then did a residency and postdoc in the 

James Roberts lab; balancing professional life and life with his family (Baeuerle and their two 

children) was sometimes a challenge.  Salton had entered the Roberts lab in order to learn 

molecular biology techniques; he was later able to apply molecular techniques in an attempt to 

determine the differences between neutrophic growth factors and non-neutrophic growth factors.  

He found exciting the rapid evolution of molecular biology techniques into a widely accessible 

tool that can decrease the potential tedium involved in large-scale DNA analysis.   

The interview concludes with Salton‟s discussion of some ideas about how to keep a 

small lab competitive; the political advantages of publishing in Cell, Nature, or Science; and the 

insular editorial tendency at the top science journals.  He discusses funding; professional 

opportunities for science Ph.D.'s; and sharing lab facilities; he continues with Mount Sinai's 

process of recruiting faculty to the new Fishberg Research Center for Neurobiology as 

illustrative of his own transition from postdoc to assistant professor.  He ends with his beliefs 

about the effect of changes in the health care industry on medical school funding, his opinion of 

the proposed merging of Mount Sinai Medical School and the New York University Graduate 

School of Arts and Sciences, and regret over a lost opportunity to pursue clinically based 

research under Ira Goldstein. 
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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 project consultants developed a topic outline. In 

preparing for this interview, Maestrejuan held a telephone preinterview conversation with 

Salton 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 Salton's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, 

including his proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars 
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For general background on the recent history of the biological sciences, Maestrejuan 

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. 3rd ed. 
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The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Salton's childhood in 

Australia and New Jersey and continuing through his professional training at New York 

University and the establishment of his own lab at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine of the 

City University of New York. 

Major topics discussed include the medical school curriculum, science funding, the 
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