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ABSTRACT 

 

Frank J. Rauscher, III, one of five children, grew up mostly in suburbs of Washington, 

D.C.  His father was a cancer researcher with the National Institutes of Health at first, eventually 

becoming director of the National Cancer Institute; his mother was a teacher and homemaker.  

Because of his father’s important scientific career, he was often fully aware of politics and 

science, even shaking President Nixon’s hand at the signing of the National Cancer Act.  

Rauscher attributed his early interest in biology to being immersed in the field because of his 

father’s career.  He was a young teen at the time of the Vietnam War and the assassination of 

Martin Luther King Jr., both of which amplified, to him, the fact that he lived in a city at the 

center of internationally important decisions.   

Rauscher attended Moravian College in Pennsylvania.  He was familiar with the college 

because his father had gone there.  It was only in his junior year that he decided to major in 

biology.  The removal of a large tumor from his chest helped change his mind about becoming a 

doctor, and an exceptional teacher’s help in mathematics helped make a science career possible.  

During one mid-year break, Rauscher gained research experience in Sol Spiegelman's lab at 

ColumbiaUniversity.  During his other school breaks he worked in a chemotherapy clinic at 

Yale-New Haven Hospital.  These two different aspects of treating cancer solidified Rauscher's 

career choice; he made his final decision to be a scientist, and he devoted his remaining college 

time to science courses. 

Feeling that experience would stand him in good stead when he applied to graduate 

school, Rauscher entered Edwin Cadman’s lab as a technician, where he did research on 

biochemical synergy as a means of killing tumors.  While in Cadman’s lab, Rauscher decided to 

go into pharmacology and began to prepare to enter a graduate program.  The burgeoning field 

of molecular biology and oncogene research ensnared his interest, so he entered graduate school 

at State University of New York at Buffalo.  He went into Terry Beerman’s lab to study the 

interaction of drugs and chromatin.  Then came the breakthroughs in oncogene research in the 

1980s.   

Rauscher applied for a postdoc position in the Tom Curran lab at Roche Institute of 

Molecular Biology and switched from pharmacology to molecular biology.  Research in the lab 

focused on the fosoncogene.  Collaboration with Bruce Spiegelman and B. Robert Franza Jr. 

established a DNA-binding site for fos.  The discovery that jun and fos form a dimeric complex 

and the discovery of leucine zippers in fos and jun spurred new work on transcription.  Rauscher 

described the attempt to inhibit oncogenic cell growth, using transdominant mutant dimerizing 

proteins.  Curran provided practical career advice for Rauscher, advice that helped him define a 

research focus for his own lab.  He set up his lab as an assistant professor at the Wistar Institute.   

At the end of the interview Rauscher discusses the necessity of bringing in grant money 

and his strategy for designing grant applications; how seeking grants fosters “tactical science”; 

how he identified the Wilms' tumor gene DNA-binding site; the competitiveness of 

experimental science; the pressures on a two-career couple; and how he attempts to design a 

project that is both “hypothesis driven” and capable of producing solid results.  He describes 

how he used technology from his research on WT1 to study zinc finger proteins and how his 

research on Krüppel-associated box and KRAB-associated protein was funded by the Pew 

Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences award.  Rauscher concludes his interview with his 



 

 
 

explanation of the necessity for a researcher to pursue new ideas and new fields of research and 

with renewed emphasis on the importance of continuing basic cancer research.  
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INTERVIEWER: 

 

Andrea Maestrejuan, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program; B.A., History, 

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: Rauscher's office, Wistar Institute. 

 

Dates, length of sessions: October 7, 1996 (125 minutes); October 8, 1996 (99) ; October 9, 

1996 (148). 

 

Total number of recorded hours: 6.2 

 

Persons present during interview: Rauscher 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 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 
Rauscher to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published 
articles, etc.) and agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars' 
interviews and the documentation in Rauscher'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 technical background, 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. 3d ed. New York: Garland, 1994. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Rauscher's childhood and 
education in New Jersey and continuing through his work at the Yale-New Haven Hospital, his 
graduate career at the Roswell Park Cancer Institute, State University of New York at Buffalo, 
and the establishment of his lab at the Wistar Institute, Philadelphia. Major topics discussed 
include the relationship between clinical practice and pharmacological research, advances in the 
field of cancer chemotherapy, the role of fos and jun in DNA-binding activity, and funding in 
the sciences. 
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paragraphing, and spelling, and verified proper names. Words and phrases inserted by the editor 
have been bracketed. 
 

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

and additions. 

 

Jane Collings, editor, prepared the table of contents, interview history, and index.  

 

Beyrer compiled the biographical summary. 
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