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ABSTRACT

Stephen M. Denning was born in Murphy, North Carolina, a small town in the foothills of
the Appalachians, and “about as far west in North Carolina as you could go”; he grew up in
nearby Rutherfordton. Both parents were teachers, and his one sibling, a younger brother,
became a teacher—of biology—as well. From an early age, Denning was attracted to science; he
remembers being enthralled by Sputnik and the United States’ subsequent space program.
Denning loved to read, especially about science. Biographies of scientists like Marie Curie and
Louis Pasteur—and of course a chemistry set—encouraged his interest in chemistry and physics.
He also evinced an early interest in electronics and took up photography as a hobby as well; this
hobby he pursues today, when he has time. He was selected for several programs established to
enrich education for gifted children, including the Governor’s School in Winston-Salem, and
found that in high school he tended to know more of some subjects (especially mathematics)
than the teachers; but he had one outstanding teacher, for biology, who really inspired him. For
fun, Denning and his family hiked and camped; Denning played touch football and built rockets.
When he was in high school, on weekends and after school he worked in a hospital, where he
drew blood and learned to analyze it.

Denning attended Duke University, receiving his BS in chemistry. The chemistry majors
of his year formed a close-knit group, doing lab work and generally working together, unlike in
the biology department, where competition was more prevalent. Denning applied to graduate
schools in chemistry and to medical schools, unsure which course he wanted to pursue. An
emeritus professor of chemistry, Marcus Hobbs, convinced him to go into medicine, as there
would be more breakthroughs and discoveries in that field than in chemistry. Denning attended
Duke Medical School; there he did research with Sheldon Pinnell on collagen antibodies; and
then he did his internship and residency at University of Chicago. In Chicago he met his wife,
Judith J. Johnson, a nurse in a medical intensive care unit. He then accepted a fellowship in
cardiology under Joseph C. Greenfield at Duke University, where he has remained. He joined
Barton Haynes’ laboratory where he began research into the development of T cells in the human
fetus and in immune response in general. His greatest interest is in the intersection between his
clinical work and his research on molecular mechanisms and their therapeutic or interventional
value. Denning continues to balance family—his wife, Judith, a nurse anesthetist now, and two
young sons—and his work; to attempt to interest medical students in research; and to seek
funding for ever more research.
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INTERVIEWER:

MarciaL. Meldrum, postdoctoral fellow, UCLA Department of History. B.A.,
University of Minnesota; M.B.A., Boston University; M.A., Ph.D., State University of New
York at Stony Brook.

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:
Place: Denning's office, Duke University Medical Center.

Dates, length of sessions: August 23, 1995 (138 minutes); August 24, 1995 (151);
August 25, 1995 (86).

Total number of recorded hours: 6.25
Per sons present during interview: Denning and Meldrum.

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW:

Thisinterview isonein a series with Pew scholars in the biomedical sciences conducted
by the UCLA Ora History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts's Pew
Scholarsin 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 Ord
History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed atopic outline. In
preparing for thisinterview, Meldrum then held a telephone pre interview conversation with
Denning to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published
articles, etc.) and agree on an interviewing schedule. Meldrum further reviewed the
documentation in Denning'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, Meldrum consulted Brigitte
T. Huber and Ed Palmer, eds. Superantigens: A Pathogen's View of the Immune System.
Plainview, New York: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 1993; Charles Janeway and Paul
Travers, Immunobiology: The Immune System in Health and Disease. New Y ork: Garland
Publishing Company, 1994; Pauline M. H. Mazumdar, ed., Immunology 1930-1980: Essays on
the History of Immunology. Toronto: Wall and Thompson, 1989; and recent articles on
immunology in Scientific American.

Theinterview is organized chronologically, beginning with Denning's childhood in rural
North Carolina and continuing through his undergraduate and medical education at Duke
University, hisresidency at the University of Chicago, and his research in immunology at Duke
University Medical Center. Mgjor topics discussed include the development of T cells and other
components of the immune system, the relationship between research and clinical work, the



evolution of the immune system, and funding problems facing the scientific community.
ORIGINAL EDITING:

Kristian London, editor, 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.

Denning reviewed the transcript. He verified proper names and made minor corrections.
London prepared the table of contents, biographical summary, and interview history. Jennifer
Glenn, Gold Shield intern, compiled the index.
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