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LEDERDO1

INTERVIEWEE: Joshua Lederberg
INTERVIEWER: James J. Bohning
LOCATION: Rockefeller university
DATE: 25 June 1992

LEDERBERG: Here is a more detailed chronological outline. It will mostly not be
too meaningful to you, but it's sort of my first chronological sketch, putting in
much more detail than will ever be written down in anything more comprehensive. I'm
not transferring this to you; I'm letting you use it, but I'd like you not to copy
it and I'd Tike you to return it to me. But it might be helpful to you in
structuring what you want to do.

BOHNING: ATl right. That would be fine.

LEDERBERG: If you prepare some rough outline of major themes 1I'd Tike to see it
before it goes into any repository.

BOHNING: Sure.

LEDERBERG: A1l right. That applies to both of these documents. You might want to
go home and study them in more detail. Wwhat more do think you'd Tike to do today?
Do you want to take a minute or two to look at these documents, or do you have some
things that you already had in mind to get started with?

BOHNING: I was not really prepared to start today. I thought we would best spend
our time today just discussing where we're going to go and how we're going to do it,
so that you understood what I was looking for and vice versa.

LEDERBERG: Sure.

BOHNING: I think it was mainly these notes_that I had indicated. As I said, I had
just put together a brief chronological outline and then added some notes on to that
to indicate the kinds of things that I was looking for.

LEDERBERG: Well, you'll see much more than you want to use on the chronological
agenda. You can see here an answer to your question about dates. Now, I'd still
not like to waste the opportunity to visit. Maybe there's some of this we could go
over together right now. what's your feeling on the matter?

BOHNING: Well, if you want to spend some time, that would be fine.
LED%RBERG: I have until 2:30; that's my only constraint, so that's an hour and a
half.

BOHNING: Okay. One of the things we usually start with is parents and family
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LEDERDO1
background.

LEDERBERG: Okay. As much as I know is down there [referring to biographical
notes]. what should I add that would come across orally but still clearly? 1I've
a1geagy h}gh1ighted to you the centrality of my dialectic with my father [2Zwi Hirsch
Lederberg].

The central point is that he was an orthodox rabbi. He was an immigrant
from what is now Israel, then Palestine. He was quite fluent in English. He was
well educated, having more of a seminary education than a university or a collegiate
one. He had been viewed as a brilliant scholar and in fact had been sent to the
United States for studies here. There are conflicting accounts as to whether he was
fifteen or he was eighteen. 1I've tried to track down documentation on that without
much success, although he appears to have been enrolled in what is now the Yeshiva
University. That is at least one of the places that he was connected with, although
they can't find any records on him.

That was fortunate for me in a number of ways, but for one thing he got the
equivalent of the Green Card at that time and the iron gates were slammed shut on
immigration not lTong thereafter. oOn the strength of his prior residence, he was
able to immigrate here in 1924--a point I never investigated during my parent's
Tifetimes. 1In the few surviving records after my mother died some of how that
became possible became a Tittle clearer.

He had a religious vocation. I would have liked to have probed more deeply
just where he stood on issues of modernity, and I suspect he was in some conflict.
He had a fairly orthodox background, and there is a family background and tradition
that goes back centuries in that direction. I also recall him as someone who was
very much interested in America and being a good American and in keeping Uﬁ w1th the
times in a wide variety of ways. There was a certain ambivalence when he had
child who had no interest and certainly zero in the ritualistic aspect of the Jewish
faith, thoroughly involved and immersed in science, without that kind of
reconciliation. That's what our debate was about. Cf. Spinoza a model.

I continue to regard science as a vocation and one I think he accepted as a
parallel to his, but the detail of that is something that I would have Tiked to work
out more clearly, especially in a dialectical axis, to some degree in my own mind.

) I'm not sure that there's more that I am able to dig out on that issue at
this point.

BOHNING: what about other relatives?

LEDERBERG: Well, the nature of that family tradition was of some consequence. I
was very tardy about trying to collect genea1o ical information. There was no
developed interest in tK1s during my parents' Tifetime, which was unfortunate, so I
never got information firsthand %rom them. I ended up being the family h1stor1an,
although the record is mostly in Israel.

There's a large Lederberg clone in Israel. The*'re all from one family.
Throughout the world I think they are,and that's a puzzle in itself. what does it
mean? I have no good evidence on that point. But it comes from a town in Poland
called Plock, about 100 km west of warsaw on the vistula. whether there's anything
left in the holocaust documentation that they've found, I just don't know.

I've had one or two friends take a cursory look at those materials for a
more detailed investigation. What's more important is the sense of tradition that
went_along with that. There was a strongly developed tradition of Rabbinical
scholarship on both sides of my family. I now realize it was more deeply ingrained
on my mother's side than on my father's. Most of my father's relatives were
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business people, with a sprinkling of rabbis among them, including especially the
progenitor, who is called the "Gaon," the Ayatollah of that part of poland. But
most of the descendants went into real estate or other businesses. They were middle
class people in Jerusalem.

Through the Turkish occupation, after the British advances, there is a story
about mi mother [Esther Goldenbaum Lederberg] at age fifteen, having been a nurse
and working heroically for some of the wounded and helping to reassure the people in
Jerusalem at the time of the actual conflict. what truth there is to that I just
don't know. But that was supposed to have been one of the virtues that was
presented to my father's family when they were negotiating their marriage. That's
what I recall b¥ way of background. This is in a way retro-zZionistic, the movement
away from Israel and trying to represent the ideals of Judaism in the Diaspora. I
guess I do stand for that in my own way just as strong as my father did. End of
report. [laughter]

BOHNING: I believe you said he came here in 19247

LEDERBERG: He was here in 1921. Wwhether he had come here as early as 1918 seems
problematical, but there are pieces of paper that I don't trust that say that. But
it was no later than 1921 that he was 1iving here. (He was born in 1904.)

Then he went back to Israel and claimed his bride. 1I'm sure it was a
negotiated marriage. He brought his bride, my mother, with him back to the States
in 1924. I was born in 1925.

BOHNING: What are your earliest recollections?

LEDERBERG: Wwell, I wrote some of them down [referring to biographical notes]. They
may be screen memories, but here we go: Lindbergh, most traumatic events. My
brother [Seymour] was born when I was three and a half. Then starting kindergarten
[in 1929]. "I have vague recollections from when I was four or five years old.

BOHNING: You were here in New York by that time?

LEDERBERG: Yes, I was. I was born in Montclair [New Jersey], and when I was six
months old we moved to New York. I have what I'm sure is a false memory of the
train ride from Montclair to New York, but I don't believe it. [laughter]

This is a_piece_of documentation my mother saved. That's an inpergstin?_
fact, and that's literal [20 June 1932 essay on wanting to be a "scientistist” like
Einstein]. [Taughter]

BOHNING: You said you weren't inclined to follow the way your father had followed
the family tradition, as it were, a religious tradition.

LEDERBERG: I thought that was medieval, quite apart from the core of philosophical
validity that there might be in Judaic teachings. Maybe I did know, and I would
have allied myself with a Spinoza rather than my father. A heretic within the
faith, if you like. But I chafed under the rituals.

saturdays were the best days that I would have available to go to the
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Tibrary, and that was forbidden, so I evaded it. I would walk a mile so that none
of my father's parishioners would see me, then get on the subway to go downtown to
the public library. So, I thought that was very old-fashioned, and I didn't
understand why they keEt doing things. I would hark back to my father, ask1n$
all these things were being done at the time of the Temple or are they il11-informed
accretions through the experience of the stet] when the Jews were very tightly
segregated and were not part of the larger world. I was going back to
fundamentalism. [laughter]

BOHNING: How did your mother respond to this?

LEDERBERG: Oh, very pragmat1ca11y She said, as my father did, "whatever you think
about the matter, your father's job depends on your not being seen as being in
violation; theﬁ would be horrified that you're doing it. we'll talk about it
privately.' ey didn't tell me I would be damned and go to hell on these points.
They had their own reservations about those deviations, but they were restrained.
They discouraged me, but didn't condemn me for the deviations.

And at_other times they'd be very proud of what I represented. We had role
models like [Albert] Einstein and Chaim weizmann who were very prominent images in
Jewish Tife generally at that time, but also with scientists. They were tailor-made
for mﬁ view of the world. I'm sure Albert Einstein did not observe the Sabbath; I'm
sure he was regarded as a wonderful and great Jew, and I would throw that up to my
father. [laughter] It was not an unreasonable standard of behavior on my part.

BOHNING: I was curious about your comment about your father's job, because I've
known Protestant minister's children who grew up in a small town and had that same
situation. They were restricted in their behavior because of their father's
position as being the religious leader, and it created problems for a lot of them.

LEDERBERG: Wwell, there were also other expectations. we had Hebrew school on

sunday, and I was expected to follow that faithfully. It was also expected that I

would be the paragon of achievement there as well; it was something that I really

didn't care much about. I had to go to services unendin ly. As I've told many

qeop1e, I had enough re11g1ous observation until I was thirteen to last me a
ifetime, and I'11 leave 1t at that.

BOHNING: What about your brother?

LEDERBERG: I have two brothers. I haven't probed as deeply and as directly with
Seymour, who s close to me in age and has had a somewhat similar career. I think he
feels much as I do about it. we have a much younger brother [Bernard] who is a
re11E1ous fanatic, and a dangerous person. He's 1n the Lubavitcher movement and
thinks [Rebbe] SChneerson is the messiah. He 1is proselytizing all the time. He's
somewhat kooky. He's reverted all the other way. I sure my %ather would be aghast
at his extremism. Great surprises in family dynamics. [laughter]

BOHNING: what's the age difference?

LEDERBERG: Sixteen years. He's a grandfather. That really came home to me, that
my baby brother's a grandfather! [laughter] He lives in Jerusalem now.
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BOHNING: When did you start reading in earnest? You've talked about setting your
goals very early in your 1ife.

LEDERBERG: Well, I can't remember when they were otherwise. This is the only
documentation I have, and it was a second grade class essay, "what do you want to be
when you grow up?” That was my statement at the time. I don't know how seriously
to take it. Is that something I invented at the moment, or did I just think it
might be a good idea? I don't know. But within a few years of that I was very
actively reading all the science I could. when I was ten, I can remember the
headline when Stanley found the tobacco mosaic virus. when I went to look for it
again, I could spot it instantly once I saw it on the page of the New York Times.
[Taughter]

I had teachers who were already nurturing me as a precocious child. I had a
contract with them--if I cooperated with them in helping the class move on with its
business, they'd leave me alone and I could sit in the gack of the room and study
all the things I wanted. I remember confoundinE my algebra teacher with a phony
proof that two equals one, and she couldn't work her way out of it. That's what
precipitated these contracts. [laughter]

BOHNING: Which is something you did purposely? At least you had the support of
these teachers,

LEDERBERG: I did when I got to that stage. There was a point where I was just so
bored and didn't think they were such great scholars, which was true, but that's not
the whole story, obviously, in teaching. They were very wise people and very
compassionate.” They would admit that to me and deal with me as an adult, saying,
"Look, we both have a problem to deal with. 1I've got to bring the rest of this
class up to what it is that they need to know, and you've got to find some way to
use your time effectively, and don't do it by teasing me all the time. You probably
can catch me up on these things, but is that what you want to do the rest of your
1ife?" They would have a hard talk with me in those terms. So we worked out a very
good_agreement. By the time I was eight to ten years old, I was certainly solidly
involved in self-study.

BOHNING: while that self-study was directed in the scientific area, did it range
over other topics as well?

LEDERBERG: You might say both. It was largely concentrated in science, but I read
a lot of history, philosophy, political science, current events. I was very much
involved in what was going on in Europe, what the U.S. was going to do about it,
things of that kind. I tried to teach myself everything I could. I tried to teach
mxse f music out of a book. [laughter] Imagine that! I knew what the notes meant,
what the measures were and so on. I did have a very good public library and the
1ibrarians were very helpful and very nurturing. They put no T1imit on the number of
books I could check out and helped me find things I wanted. I had nothing but help
in that regard.

BOHNING: Did you have any friends your age who were similarly inclined?
LEDERBERG:  No, and that was a very troublesome point. It wasn't until I got to
high school that I had peers, and I felt very lonely during that interval.

I did have the Tuck to catch up again with one of my grade school

classmates, who remembers that interval. Through a strange series of circumstances,
Page 5



LEDERDO1
she's married to somebody I know pretty well, but I didn't know the connection
between the two of them. A common friend brought that out. They lived here in New
York for some time. They quite recently moved out to Cincinnati, and I had dinner
with them a couple of weeks ago when I had business there.

She remembered me very well even though I hadn't seen her in fifty-five
years. She said that I was widely recognized as a phenomenon. I said, "You mean, a
freak?" And she said, "No, it wasn't that. Wwe just knew you were somebody pretty
special and we might have to make some allowances for you." She didn't go into much
detail about that. I thought I was pretty brash and rude and self-important. She
minimized that and said, "we made a note of that, but we all understood.™

That's just amazing to me. They must have been wonderful kids! In other
observations I've seen exactly the opposite, how youngsters can gang up on somebody
that they're jealous of or something of that sort. I think what she said to me was
genuine. I don't recall much negative on the part of my peers; I just felt
1solated from them. She gave me a different picture of that. 1Isn't that something?
[Taughter]

BOHNING: Wwas_that jsolation on an intellectual Tevel, that their interests were
just so totally different than yours?

LEDERBERG: Yes, that's what she said eventually when I said, "what do you mean by
allowances?" she said, "well, you just weren't interested in the things that we
were, and we couldn't keep up with you, but we knew that what you were doing was
important, and that you would be something some day."

I had the same general nurture from my teachers and what only occurred to me
after my conversation with her is that I had viewed this as one at a time. 1In the
relationship with my teachers, it occurred to me that they must have had some
collected discussion too about what to do about poor Joshua, because there was a
Eretty consistent response. It had just never occurred to me before that I would

ave been an object of discussion. Some of the other things that Abby [Abigail
Levin] mentioned made it pretty clear that I was.

If you can believe this, they'd been doing some standardized tests on
standardizing the IQ test, and they actually announced the results. I was supposed
to have had the highest score of anybody in the eastern United States, or something
of that sort. Abby was one of the runners-up; that's why she remembers it. she
recalls our being presented at a grade schooq assembly, and Joshua was asked to
%omm$nt, and "It was supposed to have hurt my votes." So I was not invisible to the

aculty.

BOHNING: Did you get skip grades?

LEDERBERG: Yes, I skipped a couple of years. I finished high school when I was
fifteen and a half, and I had to wait until that fall until I could enter Columbia
because they had an age Timit.

BOHNING: Let's discuss your selection of Stuyvesant High School. It wasn't
automatic that you would go there, was it?

LEDERBERG: They had a competition for students interested in science. They offered

a special curriculum and they had a special peer group. So given the circumstances

it was automatic that I would apply, and I had no trouble getting admitted. _So

that's where I went. I think it was the peer group that made it very special. For
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the first time I began to have a bunch of youngsters that I could relate to and had
shared interests and were as bright as I was. That did make a big difference.

In some respects the teachers were not as experienced and wise as the ones I
had in grade school, but maybe that's because I was a little older and knew the
difference that makes. But they were fine. A couple of them were really
superlative, and others were agout what you'd expect.

BOENI#G: This was a time when it was not uncommon to have Ph.D.s teaching in a high
school.

LEDERBERG: There were a few, but not many. The best known one was Dr. [Joseph]
Shipley in English who had books on etymo¥ogy. I barely knew him. The principal,
Dr. M. Nardroff, had his Ph.D., but there weren't very many. There were no research
scholars among the high school teachers, and I was keenly aware of that. It was not
until I got to college that I could meet people who really knew what science and
research was all about from their experience.

BOHNING: How about the laboratory exposure? You'd been doing all this reading,
even earlier on, in science. When did you get your hands onto something?

LEDERBERG: Like every other kid in those days, I had my own chemistry lab at home
and nearly blew myself up a few times. I did all the recipes and made all the azo
dyes and discovered new reactions and all that kind of stuff. The school labs were
pretty dull. we Tearned analytical and worked with hydrogen sulfide. we had a few
advanced placement Tabs. we learned how to use a balance and did quantitative
analysis. There was hardly any organic chemistry, and that's what excited me the
most. I had to do that on my own, and taught myself. I was able to get advanced
placement when I got to college, and was in several advanced courses.

BOHNING: How early did you acquire this chemistry set?

LEDERBERG: Twelve or thirteen, something like that. I was reading [Meyer]
Bodansky's textbook on physiological chemistry at that time (1). There was a little
disconnection between these "great" chemical experiments and much more sophisticated
reading, but they were fun.

BOHNING: How did your parents react to this?

LEDERBERG: I don't think they fully understood the risks I was taking; I'm not sure
I did either. [laughter] I played with Eotassium cyanide with aplomb. There could
have been great mishaps; in fact, with the exception of one or two fires and
explosions, the opportunity for poisoning would probably have been greater, but I
had a healthy respect for what they could do.

BOHNING: How did you acquire your chemicals?

LEDERBERG: There was no problem. Eimer and Amend would sell them to anybody over
the counter.

BOHNING: Really?
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LEDERBERG: I shudder! They sold me two hundred grams of sodium, and I was
experimenting with progressive increments to_see what was the largest_amount gou
could throw into a pot of water and still only have an amusing pop. [laughter

There's a little thing in C&EN a week or two ago (2), when somebody
commented after reading about the woodward symposium that none of these things would
be possible today.

BOHNING: From what _you've said, a lot of your early experience in a laboratory
setting was chemically-oriented.

LEDERBERG: At school I was in the biology club and learned histology and how to
make sections. I was doing a lot of that. I got interested in micro-chemistry and
cytochemistry, and I thought that was what my career was going to be--using advanced
micro-chemical technology to explore the chemical nature of the cell. That was
exactly the wording that I would use when I was fifteen, and so I was systematically
going through staining reactions and how they might be influenced by fixation.

I got interested in the nucleolus, basophilic stained material that was
Feu]gen [DNA] negative. I would have been able to tell you that at fifteen. So we
didn"t know what it was and were trying to figure out by micro-chemical procedures
by this point to determine 1its chemica? composition. It was the appropriate scale
to be asking questions Tike that in those days.

] I didn't know it, but that was just about the time that [Jean Louis] Brachet
introduced the use of ribonucleases as a differential reagent. The removal of
basophilia ribonuclease was his evidence of RNA. I was still fumbling with the
issue.

[END OF TAPE, SIDE 1]

24
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LEDERBERG: By the time I was sixteen, I had access to good enough libraries that I
could search out this kind of thing. Cooper Union allowed me to use its stacks when
I was a high school student, and so I_could go through Chemical Abstracts and
probably Biological Abstracts. I could search out what I needed to know in most of
the Titerature. The literature was one percent of what it is today. Brachet's work
was done in Belgium, and those papers just didn't get out from behind the German
Tines until after the war.

BOHNING: Did anyone point you to things like chemical Abstracts?

LEDERBERG: I don't know who it was. I think I just went to the Tlibrary, and it
would have been the Tibrarian that helped me if I wanted to Took something up. I
know I got interested in steroid chemistry while I was in high school. By a curious
coincidence, I got on to Russell Marker's papers about 1940 or 1941 (3). I read
them from beginning to end. what's amusing is that some years Tater, I met up with
carl Djerassi. Of course, Syntex was founded on Marker's work. Carl was astounded
that I knew all about that work. [laughter]

BOHNING: That's fascinating. He wrote some interesting papers.

LEDERBERG: Did you ever meet him?

BOHNING: No. We have an interview with him, but I didn't do it.

LEDERBERG: I've met him once, at some celebration. carl's a great fan of his, of
course. He's had a weird career. [laughter]

BOHNING: Yes.

LEDERBERG: S0, the libraries were my most important resource. I did some of this
Taboratory work. It was focused on cytochemistry. In the Spring of 1941, after I
finished high school and before going on to college, I had a chance to work for six
months in a reasonably equipped research laboratory [American Institute Science
Laboratory]. It was a predecessor of the westinghouse science prizes. They offered
a research experience, instead of the prize hullabaloo. It was a much better idea.
They had a lab that IBM offered some space for and then documented. They did a film
on it about four or five years ago. It was quite a crew of people. I keeq running
into them all the time. Charlie Yanofsky and Barry Blumberg were in that lab, and
we all remember it very distinctly. I continued working on this cytochemistry
project.

BOHNING: was it self-directed?

LEDERBERG: Pretty much. I'd hoped to have some guidance, because that was part of
what gas bging offered. But they didn't have anybody who knew anything about what I
wanted to do.

BOHNING: Going back to high school for a moment, did the teachers leave you pretty
much on your own? Were you in a structured curriculum or could you take what you
wanted?

LEDERBERG: No, there was more structure, but it was more advanced so I didn't feel
quite so bored. Although most of the science I did, I pretty much knew the material
before the course started, and if not, it was pretty easy to catch up. But there
are different grades to knowing something, so there was a certain amount of drill
and knowing it inside out, which taking classes did help. I didn't feel so bored at
that stage and also had some peers to talk things over with.

As an educational experience, high school was much more important in terms
of the social sciences and humanistic subjects. There I remember a civics course
that was absolutely superb. It was a pretty advanced course in political science
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and economics and rational policy making. I've forgotten the name of the teacher,
but I have very powerful recollections of it.

BOHNING: Are there an¥ other teachers that played a special role or influence? You
seem to have fond recollections of some of your grade school teachers. what about
high school?

LEDERBERG: I got to know the biology teachers and I've known them ever since. 1I've
kept certain contact with them. They were professional teachers, they knew teaching
well, and they knew their limitations. They didn't have the personal rapport with
me that there was in grade school. It wasn't quite that level of affection upon me.
The fact that they were men, not women, made some difference in that regard.
Nurture 1is an awfu¥1y strong word, but they were a positive influence with me. when
I think about it, they were reasonably direct about their Timitations. They just
weren't themselves research scientists and at their depth and intensity they were
not involved in doing research. I had positive reactions to them, and I have great
respect for their classes.

BOHNING: Do you think they were intimidated at all by you?

LEDERBERG: No. I think less in a way than my grade school teachers were. It was a
less singular phenomenon to have a high schoo¥ student reading college level
material than to have a sixth grader doing that. I don't know if I remember
anything that might recall that. They just considered it a more normal part of
their job to deal with bright kids and provide some channeling and discipline and go
about their business. So there was some professional pride in the way they
deKeW?ped it. I don't recall anything Tike the personal touch that I had in grade
school.

BOHNING: You said that the six months before you could enter Columbia was a unjgue
way of doing things. were there any special experiences during that time, or di
you just continued on with your own project?

LEDERBERG: I was able to do it more or less full time, at least part of the
semester. I think I worked during the summer. My family was, to say the least, not
very affluent. Things must have geen getting a 1ittle bit better though, to have
enabled me to do that rather than have full-time work. Although, I did work that
summer. No, it was just the fact that it was the enjoyment of being able to
concentrate on one subject. Then you have the kids there. That was quite exciting
to talk things over with them.

BOHNING: Why did you select Columbia, instead of, let's say, CCNY, which at that
time was also a very strong institution?

LEDERBERG: Wwell, I was headed to CCNY, but I knew a Tittle bit about scientific
eminence. It was somewhat out of date, but I still associated Columbia with, if not
[Thomas H.] Morgan, at least with E. B. Wilson. I had wilson's book, The cCell 1in
Development and Heredity (4). I still have my copy of it. 1I'd been reading that
during my last year in %1gh school. I was eager to go there.

There were a couple of other possibilities. c¥to1ogy was the core of it. I
?robably didn't know that wilson had died longsince. [laughter]. It certainly is no
onger there, but it was the preeminent school in biology. I knew that unless I had
special financial assistance, I had to go somewhere where I could commute. That
wasn't forthcoming.

I did apply to Cornell. The botanist there, Leslie Sharp, was in cytology,
and I knew their textbooks (5), but I failed to get a Telluride scholarship that
might have allowed it. Robley williams was on that committee, a fact that I
discovered a 1ittle later on, and I teased him a little bit about having turned me
down, but it was probab]g a good thing for me. [laughter] Cornell was quite
discriminatory. A farm boy could get to Cornell, and in the program I had in mind,
I couldn't. As a matter of fact, there was Norman Krechner was a classmate of mine,
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did get into Cornell and subsequently head of the pediatrics department at Stanford.
I'm having dinner with him tomorrow night.

So a verg small sprinkling of New York City students made it. That was the
only thing resembling a state university. City College was crowded, very few lab
facilities. A lot of brilliant people went there because there was no alternative.
I did regard it as a last resort, and I was happy I could get a tuition scholarship
at Columbia. I think that being able to go there was the ?uckiest thing that ever
happened to me.

BOHNING: You mentioned earlier you had been following events in Europe, and I know
that CCNY was a hotbed of communism. [laughter] I was just wondering what you were
thinking politically.

LEDERBERG: I had some age contemporaries who were very keen on it and anti-fascism
and so on. I was very sﬁeptica] from the very beginning. I didn't see that much
difference from one form of totalitarianism versus another, and I wasn't going to
buy that for one minute.

My politics haven't changed much in all that time. I had thought that the
war in Spain was a test of what democracy was able to do. I thought it was a
d1sgrace that the west did nothing in those dimensions. But as far as taking sides
with the Soviets in fomenting revolution or whatever, I had no truck with that.

It had its faults, but America was the best place in the world that anybody
could be. I saw how the liberties of people had been achieved and yes that there
were many more things to do. Most of the scientific colleagues I had were sort of
on my side, and the ones in the social sciences tended to be more leftist.

I'11 mention one more point. The thing that completely told us was the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact [1939]. That was rea]?y the touchstone of where you stood
on those matters. I could sympathize with those who had had some pro-Soviet
(because anti-fascist) leanings up to that time, but when I saw drove after drove of
the kids that I knew then suddenly switched off their opposition to Hitler after the
Pact, I had nothing but contempt for them.

BOHNING: You were only a few years old when the Depression started. what effect
did it have 1in your 1ife?

LEDERBERG: I was born in 1925; that's a generational milestone. I don't have )
distinct recollections, but I think we were like the parson in the small town; while
ouq cash income was very limited, quite literally the butcher and the baker would
help out.

I also remember guarding the telephone to make sure that if there were
special calls for religious officiation, we wouldn't miss any opportunity for a
wedding or unveiling or something of that sort. I've gotten hold of the minutes of
the synagogue that my father was the rabbi at, and during that period that there is
this information, "No money, can't pay rabbi." That's what's in the minutes.
[Taughter] so it was the five dollar fee or fifteen dollar fee for officiating at
the weddings and funerals that kept us going. we were never totally destitute, and
we wege never very well off either, so we 1ived at that level throughout that
period.
BOHNING: Did they provide housing for your father?

LEDERBERG: There must have been some deal. I don't know what it was. We were
living in what I can see now as a pretty comfortable apartment house. It was
incommensurate with the cash income, so there must have been some special deal. I
had to share a room with my brother most of the time. Eventually I got a room of my
own, but I didn't have to share with my parents, so we were not at the very bottom
of the heap.

BOHNING: Where were you living in New York?
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LEDERBERG: Washington Heights.
BOHNING: How would you classify washington Heights at that time?

LEDERBERG: It was just on the northern border of Harlem. Thepublic school I
attended was right on the border and a Tot of black kids attended the school. There
was no great discrimination there. There were kids who did pretty well; the

weren't at the top of the class, but they were good students. There was notﬁing
Tike the stratification that we have today, and a minimum of racial strife.

My problem was not the black kids but the Irish kids. There were a number
of those, and the priest talking about Christ-killers, and so on. There was
constant strife straight off. There were allowed zones of traffic coming home from
school. 1If you strayed one block from that, that was jnvading territory. There
were little pockets of Irish catholics in a mostly Jewish community at that time,
and you'd get beaten up if you crossed the Tine. Now, nobody ever pulled a knife or
a gun, so there were differences in that regard.

BOHNING: AS you were growing up, were you aware of anti-Semitism?

LEDERBERG: It was pretty abstract for me. I saw this event, but you could argue
that there were ethnic groups fighting one another all the time. I would hear a lot
about the difficulties that other people had in getting jobs because they were Jews
and I'm sure there was some substance to that. I personally experienced very Tittle
of that. I think there may have been a considerable interval during which if you
super-excelled you could make it in almost any sphere, but that, other thinﬁs eing
equal, the non-Jew would be preferred over the Jew. So it was a superable handicap
in any event.

I didn't realize how much of an issue it was in the world around me. 1In a
way I was somewhat naive and protected. I knew it was an issue in college
admissions, but I got into co?1ege. I knew it was an issue in medical school
admissions, and I got into medical school. 1I'd hear complaints from others that
they had been left out because they were Jewish, and they were probably true. So
there was the external evidence, but my own experience was much more protected.

when I was offered a job at wisconsin in 1947, I had no idea until I got
this from later documentation. One of the professors told me what a storm it caused
because I was the or one of the first Jews to be appointed to the college of
agriculture and that there was a lot of resentment about that. TheK apparently
worked it out at the time; the people in my department worked very hard and I think
were quite furious at this kind of criterion. There were other elements in the
school that had made a fuss, but that was all dealt with before I got there. 1In
retrospect, I might have said that at a social Tevel I was not as welcome in some
places as I might have expected, I didn't have any standard and it was personally
dealt with. I didn't have an inkling. These storms could be going around my head,
and I wouldn't even know about it. So was I blinding myself to it? Professor [R.
Alec] Brink was the chairman of the department at the time, and some years later
just before he died, he shared this information. I have every reason to have
gratitude for the part that he took in that.

BOHNING: Jerome Karle has told me that when he came out of CCNY he desperately
wanted to get into medical school and he couldn't.

LEDERBERG: Yes.

BOHNING: And I think he went to Harvard and did a master's degree in biology hoping
that would enhance his getting in, and that didn't help.

LEDERBERG: No. [Arthur] Korn wrote about his experience at Rochester and [
] whipple, who was deified in internal medicine, told him he was not going to
get the chief residency because he was Jewish. He managed to make it, but there
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were certainly those issue all the time. At the university Tlevel, world war II made
an enormous difference. The v-12 program, the ASTP [Army Specialized Training
Program], those sorts of things that were based on examination scores only and
permitted no latitude for discrimination; the faculty did strugg1e with that. If I
had been five years younger, I think I might have been hit much harder.

BOHNING: Well, I know our time 1is up.
LEDERBERG: Okay.

BOHNING: Thanks.

[END OF TAPE, SIDE 2]
14
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INTERVIEWEE: Joshua Lederberg
INTERVIEWER: James J. Bohning
LOCATION: Rockefeller University
DATE: 7 July 1992

LEDERBERG: we could concentrate on some of the specific questions you asked, but
I'd also remark that I read through the transcript, and I asked what more was I
%ett1ng out of that than I a1read¥ had down? The answer is, not a lot. There are a
ew things we went into in a little more detail, but I think it might be a more
efficient use of time--unless you have specific questions, and maybe there's no
other way to do the interview--to skip over this stuff that I've already written
extensively about and go on to other aspects of my career.

BOHNING: I'l1 leave that up to you. 1In going through some of the notes that you
had given me, there were some things that about.

LEDERBERG: Let me resEond to specific_questions you have, but I won't go
discursively through the things I've already written at length about. If they've
raised questions you might as well ask and I'11l respond to those.

BOHNING: All right. Let me go back then through some of your early childhood just
to verify some things. You had commented about some early traumatic events, but you
did not elaborate. I don't whether you wanted to do that.

LEDERBERG: I'm wondering what that was. I thought I said I did not have any
traumatic experiences of the kind that others often refer to. I didn't lose
anybody; I had parents that took good care of me. I don't recall anything
traumatic.

BOHNING: You may have been referring to this one note here about the burn on the
Teft arm. That kind of thing.

LEDERBERG: Oh, yes. That's kid's stuff; really it is.

BOHNING: You talked about remembering Lindbergh's parade. That's going back pretty
early to remember that.

LEDERBERG: o©Oh, okay. Now I recall what it was. I recall a few accidents, and
having it described as traumatic has some implications of 11n?ering consequence,
which I didn't mean to imply. So technically it's correct. [laughter] 1I had a few
falls. My parents used to quote this as an example of curiosity killing the cat. I
pulled the tablecloth that had a steam kettle on it, and they said I was constantly
doing things Tike that. I have a burn to this day along my arm. It was a pretty
extensive burn, so yes, I do remember that.

BOHNING: We talked about your grade school, but we didn't identify it. You went to
P.S. 46. We talked about your teachers and the contracts you had with them. You
felt they were very compassionate and understanding teachers.

LEDERBERG: Yes, I felt that was well-phrased in the transcript.

BOHNING: Going back to those pretty early ﬁrades, what kinds of things were you
doing while the other children were doing their regular work?

LEDERBERG: I was studying my own_ textbooks which would be four, five, six years
ahead in grade of what they were looking at.

BOHNING: Were you drawing basically on the textbooks that the older children were
using or were your teachers helping you focus on other things?

LEDERBERG: It was mostly out of the library, and I did get some help from the

librarians. There were books about chemistry, physics, mathematics, astronomy,

biology. I remember reading Huxley's Science of Life (5). It was a very good
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snapshot of general biology at that time. Do you know those books?

BOHNING: I know of them; I don't know them specifically. I was going to ask you
about [Paul] de Kruif's books, The Hunger Fighters and the Microbe Hunters (6).

LEDERBERG: That's right. 1I've mentioned those in my writings. I don't know if
that's what I had in the classroom, but it was certainly contemporaneous. I
remember the picture Arrowsmith, somewhere around 1930, maybe 1932. I would have
been about seven. 1I've seen that.

There were the inspirational works, such as [Bernard] Jaffe's Crucibles (7).
I've dug out what I could, and I've already written it down. I can't add much to
that. But I also read adventure stories and fairy stories and things of that sort.
It was pretty eclectic, and I had the ambition to know everything! I sort of knew
that wasn't possible, but I was going to give it a hard try. [laughter]

BOHNING: Science fiction was starting as a genre at that time.

LEDERBERG: I don't remember that per se. H. G. wells, yes, but that's about as
much as I can recall of that particular kind of fiction. I sort of looked down on
it. I would criticize the science that they were attempting to portray. [laughter]

BOHNING: Another thing I was curious about was the trip to Israel in 1933, which we
did not discuss.

LEDERBERG: This was my mother's first return to her homeland. She Teft in 1924,
had two children, and was bringing them home to her sisters and nieces and nephews
and cousins. I don't know where ﬁer parents were; they were occasionally in the
states, occasionally in Israel. They changed Tocation, so it wasn't for her own
parents. It was her sister's family. I have a picture that I can recall the taking
of it with them.

This was under the mandate. There had been some serious riots, but more was
yet to come after that point. At that time it was pretty peaceful. It was the
flowering of zionism. There were new settlements coming up everywhere and the
desert was being made the bloom. There was that spirit we€1 in place at that time,
but already there were problems with Timits on immigration into Israel. Wwe were not
part of that; we had emigrated. But it was already a fairly inspiring place, and we
did see some of the historic sights. we had free access to all of Palestine, which
took a long time and a war for that to be the case again.

we did some traveling around, but mostly my brother and I were put away in a
camp for the summer. we had to learn Hebrew to survive and did. I'd Tearned some
of it in Hebrew school at home, and so that was somewhat circumscribed. I remember
seeing a lot of citrus groves, the beginnings of some towns. As of that time, it
was obvious that things were just being brought out of the desert.

BOHNING: You mention here something about Zionist _meetings here in New York and
questioning whether you were introduced to [Albert] Einstein and [Chaim] weizmann.

LEDERBERG: My father was involved in that. Maybe that's a screen memory, but it's
not too implausible. I know Einstein spoke at those meetings, and I have a very
vague recollection that's exactly what happened on one occasion. He was certainly
much talked about.

BOHNING: Had you developed any role models at any point?

LEDERBERG: Wwell, he was one of them. [laughter] I wasn't sure I was going to be a

physicist, but I generalized from that. 1In that 1932 letter that I've mentioned,

the text is "I want to be a scientistist and study mathematics Tike Einstein.”

[Taughter] He was somewhere between a role model and a folk hero. It wasn't in

the sense that I could have any tangible expectation of matching his

accomplishments, but maybe some 1little bit of it might be imaginable. I just want
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to clarify that.

on the trip back from Israel, I had a nasty scrape and ended up with in
retrospect what was rather myelitis on my shins. In retrospect I
shudder that I survived it; it was treated but we didn't have antibiotics in those
days. I almost drowned on the voyage, but that was in the swimming pool. [Taughter]
The boat was rocked by a sudden wave, and I was dislodged; that's wﬁat I remember.

We stopped in Naples, between ships. For the best part of a week, I could
play in the streets around what must have been a lower second-class hotel. I got
some of the Tocal color, but there was fascism all over the place. It didn't have a
strong anti-Semitic tinge at that point yet, so it wasn't a matter of being
personally fearful, but nevertheless Hitler had already made his start and there was
some image of that.

when I came back and came off the pier, there were signs in all the
storefronts. It was the NRA [National Recovery Administration] eagle, but my
immediate reaction was, had fascism come to the States, too? Pure?y in terms of
that symbol. I didn't know then that there were people of a different political
persuasion who could have said Roosevelt was a fascist, [laughter] but it was just
that symbology of the NRA. I disabused myself of that pretty quickly.

1'd been out of the country for three or four months and didn't know what
was happening. I was perfectly capable and certainly from that age onwards, I
looked at the New York Times every day and kept abreast of what was haBpening
politically. It was just being caught unawares, as I said, by the symbology.

BOHNING: Since you spent three or four months in Israel, did you have any sense
there of what was happening in Europe and what was the reaction of people there was
to what was happening in Europe?

LEDERBERG: Oh, there was great, great fear about what Hitler was up to. I remember
the headlines of the Reichstag fire and things of that sort. There was a very good
radio commentator named H. V. Kaltenborne (?). That's where we got a Tot of our
news from, and if you go through his broadcasts, you'll see just what we thought.
[Taughter]

BOHNING: We had talked last time about the Depression, but one thing we didn't
mention was your father's illness, which evidently changed the situation within your
family somewhat. That would have been around 1935 or so.

LEDERBERG: Yes. I think his first symptoms were about 1932. He had a progressive
ulcerative colitis, which was quite debilitating. He was barely able to continue
functioning through that time. He sort of managed to get by; it was hard.

BOHNING: Did this change the role your mother played in the family?

LEDERBERG: Yes. She just had to take a more managerial role in the family's
affairs. Towards the end of that decade, he was really only able to work qart time,
and she started working. She did various things, teaching in Hebrew school,
catering, things of that sort. She worked very, very hard.

BOHNING: I have a note here about being reprimanded in school for notes about Lucky
Luciano.

LEDERBERG: [laughter] That is just an incident I happened to remember.
BOHNING: He must have certainly been in the news at that time.

LEDERBERG: Yes. He was the John Gotti of the time. I don't remember what the note

was about, but it was some wisecrack. He'd been running a prostitution ring, or

something of that sort, so that was the context of it. His name figured later in

that he did do some service to the 0SS [0ffice of Strategic Services] during world
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war II.

BOHNING: Yes. That's right.

LEDERBERG: But he was the most notorious Mafia type at the time. I don't remember
any more than that. I just recall I got in hot water.

BOHNING: 1In 1936 you were in junior high school, and we've talked about your
reading, which ?oes way back, and the types of reading you were doing. Were you
trying to establish your own Tibrary or were these mostly books out of someone
else's library?

LEDERBERG: I couldn't afford it. It was the public library. I did get Bodansky (
) as a Bar Mitzvah present.

BOHNING: Wwas that your request?

LEDERBERG: Yes. I got E. B. Wilson--that was the encyclopedia (8)--as a high
school graduation present. 1I've still got those books. I don't think I owned more
than two or three others.

BOHNING: Did you start book collecting in any way later on, building your own
Tibrary when you were able to?

LEDERBERG: Oh, yes. As soon as I had some income. They were so precious. You see
the consequences. [laughter] Please, come in here and let me show you some things.

[break to examine books in adjoining room]
of all the geneticists I ever knew at the time, I'd actually read about
gggnest] G,rard (?) and Bodansky. [laughter] I knew about them before Beadle (?7)
id.

BOHNING: That's interesting. Did you take notes when you were doing this reading?

LEDERBERG: I must have, but I have next to nothing from that date. I have a couple
of papers that I wrote when I was in high school. That's about it in terms of my
own writing. oOne of them was on the theory of fixation. The other was at the
American Institute of Science lab on the cytochemistry of the nucleolus. Those are
the only things I have of that vintage.

BOHNING: Wwhat I was getting at was did you take notes as you were getting books out
of the library or did you just commit it to memory?

LEDERBERG: Oh, no, no. I took notes. I'm confident of it. 1In fact, I used to
treasure paper to be able to do that, and I'm sure I did things very systematically,
Tike surveys. 1I've forgot what I did it on, but I remember once I discovered my
mother had a roll of eleven-inch wide paper, used for 1lining drawers, and what a
wonderful thing that was for writing large schema on. [laughter] That was my
blackboard. I don't have any of that. I wish I could have had it, too.

I recall writing to Louis Fieser. He had written about carcinogenic
polycyclic hydrocarbons, and I had some query about whether their carcinogenic
action was related to their similarity o? structure to sterols. That would have
been the time I was reading Russell marker and so on. I know he responded in a not
totally perfunctory way, but a fairly mechanical way. He gave me some_reference or
other.” I was interested in mechanisms of carcinogenesis. Any chemical that could
change 1ife processes in the cell was something very exciting to me while I was 1in
high school. I guess that's right up to the point of my research program now.

BOHNING: How did you react to organic chemistry? I've found most people have
either positive or negative reactions.

LEDERBERG: Oh, it was very positive. I thought it was just wonderful, and I
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