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ABSTRACT 

 

Fenyong Liu was born and raised in Guangzhou, China during the Cultural Revolution.  

Early on in life he knew that he wanted to pursue science as his career, learning English during 

junior high school and having influential teachers while attending high school in Guangzhou.  

After passing the university entrance examinations, Liu matriculated at the prestigious 

University of Science and Technology of China.  Initially he decided to pursue physics, but then 

transferred to the biology program after two years of study.   

Encouraged by his professors, Liu decided to attend graduate school in the United States 

at the University of Chicago, briefly spending time in the Medical School before transferring 

into the Biochemistry and Molecular Biology program, where he worked with Richard Roller 

and Bernard Roizman.  While his initial research focused on the biochemistry of viral DNA 

replication, Liu focused in the last years of his doctoral study on the genetics of the herpes virus 

capsid protein; his research resulted in a patent and created intense interest from the 

pharmaceutical industry.   

He followed up his graduate research with postdoctoral positions at Bristol-Myers 

Squibb Pharmaceutical Research Institute and Yale University, where he worked with Sidney 

Altman on the inhibition of antiviral gene expression.  Liu discusses his wife (also a scientist) 

and family as well as balancing family commitments and career, especially during the period 

when he became a principal investigator at University of California, Berkeley.  His current 

research in molecular biology and virology has focused on cytomegalovirus infection; during 

the interview he describes his typical workday and both his laboratory management style as well 

as the multiple roles he plays as a principal investigator.  The interview concludes with Liu’s 

reflections on his various scientific mentors and on his wife’s career trajectory and the 

difficulties of being a woman in science.  Liu concludes his interview by reflecting on his 

various scientific mentors. 



 

UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 

Robin Mejia, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program; B.A., Biology, University of 

California, Santa Cruz, 1997. 

 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

 

Place: Liu’s office at the University of California, Berkeley.  

 

Date: November 1, 2 and 3, 2005. 

 

Total number of recorded hours: 6. 

 

Persons present during interview: Liu and Mejia.  

 

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’ 

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, Mejia contacted Liu by telephone and email to obtain Liu’s 

curriculum vitae and agree on an interviewing schedule. Mejia also reviewed Liu’s web site and 

published papers and reviewed the documentation from Liu’s file at the Pew Scholars Program 

office in San Francisco, including his proposal application and letters of recommendation. 

 

ORIGINAL EDITING 

 

Carol Squires edited the interview. She 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. 

 

Liu reviewed the transcript. He verified proper names and made a number of corrections 

and additions. 

 

Carol Squires prepared the table of contents. Technitype Transcribing compiled the 

guide to proper names. 

 

 



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Growing Up in China          1 

Family background.  Early schooling during the Chinese Cultural Revolution 

Childhood interests and experiences.  Decision to pursue science as a career. 

Entrance to high school in Guangzhou, China.  Learning English in junior high  

school. 

 

Entering College and Graduate School in the United States     13 

Brother.  Influential high-school teacher.  Attends the University of Science and  

Technology of China.  University entrance examination in China.  College  

experiences.  Transfer from physics to biology courses.  Influential college  

teachers.  Admission to graduate school.  Attends Chicago Medical School.   

Works for Kwang-Poo ChangMeets future wife.  Transition to graduate school. 

Transfers into Biochemistry and Molecular Biology.  Influential professors.   

Meets and works for Bernard Roizman.  Work with Richard Roller on the  

biochemistry of viral DNA replication.  Graduate program at University of  

Chicago.  Richard Roller’s mentorship.  Bernard Roizman’s mentoring style.   

Doctoral research on the genetics of the herpes virus capsid protein.  Wife’s  

career.  Decision to do a postdoctoral fellowship with Sidney Altman at Yale  

University. 

 

Postdoctoral Years and Becoming Faculty       46 

Postdoctoral research in Sidney Altman’s laboratory on inhibition of antiviral  

gene expression.  Writing journal articles.  More on Bernard Roizman’s  

mentoring style.  Reasons for becoming a principal investigator.  Current research  

in the biology of viral infection.  Altman’s mentoring style.  Balancing family  

and career.  Accepts a position at University of California, Berkeley.  Wife and  

daughter.  Grant-writing process.  Setting up laboratory. 

 

Current Research and the Scientific Life       60 

Current research in molecular biology and virology on cytomegalovirus infection. 

Laboratory management style.  Administrative duties.  Typical workday.  Role in  

the lab.  Conducting scientific research.  Future research plans.  Practical  

applications of his research.  Wife’s career trajectory.  Gender.  Tenure at  

University of California, Berkeley.  Scientific mentors. 

 

Index            85 

 



 

85 
 

INDEX 

 

 

A 

acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, 65 

AIDS. See acquired immunodeficiency 

syndrome 

Altman, Sidney, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 55, 

56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 66, 69, 84 

American Heart Association, 65 

American Type Culture Collection, 66 

Anhui, China, 18 

Atlanta, Georgia, 27 

B 

Barat College, 32 

Beijing, China, 1, 2, 4, 18, 20, 26, 30, 77 

Berkeley High School, 11 

Berkeley, California, 57 

Botchan, Michael, 83 

Brenner, Sydney, 56 

Bristol-Myers Squibb, 46, 47, 49 

Buffler, Patricia, 62, 78, 83 

Bush, President George H.W., 53, 60 

C 

California, 58, 77 

Canton, China, 1, 18, 30 

Cantonese (dialect), 18, 30 

capsid protein, 43, 44, 45 

Chang, Kwang-Poo, 27, 32, 33, 34, 35, 76 

Chaudhuri, Gautam, 32 

Chen, Nanqian (mother-in-law), 53, 77 

Chicago Medical School, 27, 32, 33, 35, 37, 

47 

Chicago, Illinois, 11, 13, 14, 15, 27, 28, 32, 

33, 35, 41, 42, 46, 47, 48, 57, 76 

China, 2, 3, 7, 9, 10, 12, 15, 17, 19, 25, 28, 

30, 45, 75, 77 

China-U.S. Physics Examination and 

Application program, 35 

Chinese Academy of Sciences, 24 

Chinese Communist Party, 4 

Chiron Corporation, 66 

Clemens, Samuel L. (Mark Twain), 13 

Clinton, President William J., 53 

Communism/Communist, 3 

Cornell University, 50 

Crick, Francis H.C., 56 

Cultural Revolution, 5, 6, 12, 18 

cytomegalovirus, 65, See 

D 

Deng, Xiaoping, 5, 7 

diabetes, 37, 39 

DiMaio, Daniel, 51 

DNA, 39, 40, 42, 44, 57 

E 

E. (Escherichia) coli, 46 

Eli Lilly, 46 

Emory University, 27 

England, 56 

G 

genome, 40, 44, 69, 72 

Graduate Record Examination, 12, 25, 26, 

27, 32, 33, 76 

grants/funding, 50, 51, 52, 53, 56, 58, 59, 

60, 61, 62, 65, 68, 69, 70, 73, 80 

GRE. See Graduate Record Examination 

Guangzhou, China, 1, 4, 18, 26 

H 

Hardy, James, 57 

Harvard University, 42 

Haselkorn, Robert, 48, 59 

Hebei Province, China, 2 

Hemingway, Ernest, 13 

herpes virus, 31, 38, 39, 43, 45, 51, 58, 64, 

65, 71, 72 

Burkitt lymphoma, 64 

chicken pox, 64 

cytomegalovirus, 6, 64, 65 



 

86 
 

E-B (Epstein Barr), 64 

genital herpes, 58, 64 

Kaposi's sarcoma, 64, 65 

mononucleosis, 64 

HIV. See human immunodeficiency virus 

Hong Kong, 1, 19, 33 

Hongzhou, China, 19 

Houston, Whitney, 34 

human immunodeficiency virus, 45 

I 

Illinois, 14 

Illinois Institute of Technology, 15 

India, 32 

insulin, 37, 38 

Italy, 75 

J 

Japan/Japanese, 2, 3, 8, 83 

K 

Kaposi's sarcoma-associated herpes virus, 

64, 65 

Kilani, Ahmed, 61, 62 

Kim, Joe, 62, 63, 64, 74 

Kim, Yoon Berm, 33, 34 

KSHV. See Kaposi's Sarcoma-associated 

herpes virus 

Kuomintang, 2 

L 

Lake Forest, Illinois, 32 

Lee, Tsung-Dao, 10 

Leishmania, 27, 35 

Liang, Qihan (maternal brother-in-law), 16 

Life Sciences Research Foundation 

Fellowship, 55 

Lincoln, Abraham, 13 

Liu, Fenquiang (brother), 2, 6, 14 

Liu, Hongchao (father), 2, 13, 25, 26, 33, 

55, 67, 77 

Liu, Hongfa (paternal uncle), 3 

Liu, Jun (paternal uncle), 3 

Liu, Michelle Yixin (daughter), 7, 53, 59, 

77, 79 

Liu, Nicole Yining (daughter), 67, 78 

Liu, Xiuqiao (paternal grandmother), 15 

Liu, Xuemeng (paternal uncle), 3 

Liu, Xueyan (paternal uncle), 3 

Liu, Yinzeng (paternal grandfather), 3, 15 

London, Jack, 13 

Lu, Fengxian (maternal grandmother), 2, 15 

Lu, Sangwei (wife), 29, 41, 53, 56, 58, 67, 

75, 78 

Lu, Shengzu (father-in-law), 53, 77 

Lymphoma & Leukemia Society, 65 

M 

Makinen, Marvin, 36, 47 

Manchuria, 2 

Mandarin (dialect), 18 

Mao, Chairman Zedong, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11 

March of Dimes Foundation, 65 

Merck, 46 

Michael, Nancy, 42 

Mocarski, Edward, 9, 66, 69, 83 

Mt. Sinai Hospital, 50 

N 

Nanjing, China, 19 

National Academy of Sciences of China, 18 

National Institutes of Health, 56, 60, 65, 79 

New England Journal of Medicine, 73 

New Haven, Connecticut, 47, 49, 53, 56, 76 

NIH. See National Institutes of Health 

Nobel Prize, 10, 48, 49, 61 

O 

Osaka, Japan, 83 

P 

Parke Davis, 55 

patents, 70 

Penhoet, Edward, 78, 83 

People’s Republic of China, 3 

Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical 

Sciences, 1, 26, 32, 55, 75 

polymerase chain reaction, 44 



 

87 
 

Princeton, New Jersey, 46, 47 

publishing/publication, 43, 44, 45, 46, 50, 

51, 55, 57, 59, 63, 70, 72, 73, 80, 81 

R 

Red Guard, 6 

ribozyme, 7, 64, 66 

Riley, Lee, 78, 83 

RNA, 7, 9, 40, 47, 49, 52, 57, 64, 70, 71 

RNA Society, 71 

Rockefeller University, 36 

Roizman, Bernard, 9, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 

44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 55, 57, 

58, 59, 64, 65, 66, 67, 73, 77, 83, 84 

Roller, Ann, 42 

Roller, Richard, 39, 41, 42, 43, 45, 50 

Ruddle, Frank, 53, 76 

Russia, 11 

S 

salmonella, 78 

San Francisco, California, 83 

Seattle, Washington, 33 

Shanghai Institute of Cell Biology, 27, 28, 

76 

Shanghai, China, 1, 18, 19, 25, 26, 27, 28, 

76 

Shortell, Stephen, 78, 83 

Simpson, O.J., 56 

South China Normal University, 14 

Stanford University, 61, 66, 83 

State University of New York at Stony 

Brook, 76 

Steiner, Donald, 37, 38, 39 

Steitz, Joan A., 47, 48 

Stephens, Richard, 58, 60, 62, 64, 66, 78, 83 

Switzerland, 75 

T 

Taiwan, 27 

tenure, 62, 71, 79, 80, 81, 82, 83 

Test of English as a Foreign Language, 12, 

25, 26, 27, 32, 76 

Tiananmen Square, 60 

TOEFL. See Test of English as a Foreign 

Language 

Tsinghua University, 20 

Tsui, Daniel C., 10 

U 

U.S. See United States of America 

U.S. Congress, 60 

U.S. Constitution, 79 

United States of America, 7, 11, 12, 14, 24, 

25, 26, 27, 28, 30, 32, 33, 34, 37, 40, 42, 

45, 51, 76, 82, 83 

University of California, Berkeley, 12, 1, 

11, 32, 37, 41, 52, 55, 56, 57, 58, 60, 61, 

62, 63, 66, 74, 75, 77, 78, 79, 80, 81, 82, 

83 

School of Public Health, 62, 83 

Undergraduate Research Apprentice 

Program, 74 

University of Chicago, 32, 36, 37, 41, 42, 

45, 47, 51, 76 

University of Iowa, 50 

University of Ottawa, 75 

University of Science and Technology of 

China, 10, 16 

V 

virology, 39, 43, 51, 55, 57, 64, 66, 69, 75 

W 

Wallingford, Connecticut, 46, 47, 49 

Washington, D.C., 45 

Wisconsin, 42 

Wool, Ira G., 38, 39 

World War II, 2 

Wu, Yuehuan, 24 

Y 

Yale College, 52 

Yale Medical School, 51 

Yale University, 37, 41, 46, 47, 48, 49, 51, 

52, 53, 55, 56, 58, 60, 61, 62, 64, 76 

Yang, Chen Ning, 10 

Ye, Puliang, 10 



 

88 
 

Yuan, Yan, 49 

Z 

Zhan, Xiaoyan, 24, 25, 27, 28, 61, 62, 63, 

74 

Zhou, Mianxin (maternal grandfather), 2, 3, 

15 

Zhou, Xikun (mother), 2, 13, 25, 26, 33, 55, 

67, 77 

Zhou, Xiling (maternal aunt), 16 

 


