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ABSTRACT

James R. Lupski was born and raised on Long Island, New York, one of eight
children. He attended a Roman Catholic elementary school but a public high school. Lupski
and three of his siblings manifested, at different times and to different degrees, Charcot-
Marie-Tooth disease (CMT); James’s disease was serious enough to require several surgeries
when he was in high school, surgeries that kept him at home for much of his high school
years. He became interested in his disease and in genetics and decided he wanted to become
a doctor. He also became a professional chess player. He won a full scholarship to New
York University (NYU), where he majored in chemistry and biology and minored in
mathematics and psychology. In David Schuster’s laboratory he tried to isolate brain
receptors; and during his summers he worked at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, learning to
clone genes. Accepted early to NYU Medical School, Lupski then won acceptance to the
MD/PhD program. He wrote his doctoral thesis on the macromolecular synthesis operon.
The discovery of the gene associated with Huntington’s disease inspired him to search for the
CMT disease gene. He was courted by Baylor College of Medicine, where he was given a
faculty appointment while he was still an intern. At Baylor he set up his own lab and began
his research into the genetics of CMT, studying a large family in Louisiana. Lupski
eventually patented a diagnostic test for CMT and continues his research on the disease.
Lupski continues to teach, to manage his lab, to publish, to consult for private industry, to
take out patents, and to balance work and family life with his wife and two daughters.
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INTERVIEWER:
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University of California, Irvine, 1988; B.S., Biological Sciences, University of California,
Irvine, 1988; C.Phil., History, University of California, Riverside.
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Place: Lupski's office, Baylor College of Medicine.

Dates, length of sessions: August 14, 1995 (155 minutes); August 15, 1995 (190); August
16, 1995 (102).

Total number of recorded hours: 7.45

Persons present during interview: Lupski and Maestrejuan.

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 PewCharitable 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, from 1988 through 1992. In preparing for this
interview, Maestrejuan, 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. Maestrejuan then held a telephone preinterview conversation with
Lupski to obtain extensive written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of
published articles, etc.) and agree on a research and interviewing timetable. Maestrejuan
further reviewed the documentation in Lupski's file at the Pew Scholars Program office in
San Francisco, including his proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by
Pew Scholars Program national advisory committee members. For general background on the
recent history of the biological sciences, Maestrejuan 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; The Journal of the History of Biology; H.F. Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation:
Makers of the Revolution in Biology. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979; and recent
issues of Science, Nature, and Cell. The interview is organized chronologically, beginning
with Lupski's childhood illness with Charcot-Marie-Tooth (CMT) disease and his decision to
become a scientist and continuing through his education at New York University and Cold
Spring Harbor Laboratory and the establishment of his laboratory at Baylor College of
Medicine. Major topics discussed include the genetic basis of disease, CMT, science funding,
and the training of physician-scientists.
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