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ABSTRACT 

 

 John J. Ngai, the youngest of three children, was born in New York City and grew up in 

Teaneck, New Jersey.  His parents, who had left China after World War II, were both doctors, 

his father in anesthesiology, his mother in pharmacology.  Other relatives, also in medical and 

scientific fields, left China for Canada, Taiwan, or Europe, and John visited those in Taiwan 

several times as a child, sometimes staying with his grandparents for six months.  His mother 

also took the children to Sweden when she was on sabbatical, and it was there that John started 

first grade.  Though he did not like school particularly, finding it uninspiring, he always liked 

science.  He began eighth grade in a school in Taiwan, coming back in the middle of the year. 

He had not done outstandingly well academically, and he says he tended to “goof off”, so his 

parents decided to send him to a private high school.  When he began Fieldston School he 

discovered that his classmates were intelligent, motivated, and hard-working, and he became so 

himself.  He had excellent science teachers and decided that he wanted to go into medicine. 

 He was accepted into Pomona College, a good school with very good science, and, 

importantly, away from home.  His grandfather had a friend in the administration, so the school 

was acceptable to his parents, and off he went.  He loved school at last, doing science as much 

as possible.  He met Lisa Brunet there; after several years of cross-country commuting, they 

married and now have two daughters.  Meanwhile, his biology teacher was leaving as Ngai 

approached his senior year; he sent John to Elias Lazarides at Caltech to ask for a place in his 

lab.  There he wrote his senior thesis, which won the Vaile Prize for the best senior thesis. 

 He began graduate school at Harvard but spent only a year there, returning to Lazarides’ 

lab at California Institute of Technology.  Lazarides worked his students very hard; they took no 

classes, just worked in the lab and had journal clubs.  Ngai also traveled to New York City often 

to see his family and his fiancée.  When he finished his PhD he accepted a postdoc at Columbia, 

in Richard Axel’s lab, working on olfaction.   

 During his five years at Columbia, John married Lisa and they had one child and another 

on the way.  At this point he had to decide between job offers from Rockefeller University and 

University of California at Berkeley.  Berkeley was the easy choice, so they all moved back to 

California; there Lisa’s PhD is put to work in John’s lab; she is largely responsible for having 

developed an anosmic mouse, a breakthrough that has been patented.  His lab is also studying 

smell in zebrafish. 

 John is now head of the graduate program of the Neuroscience Institute.  He was on a 

search committee, he has study sections, and he teaches a fairly heavy load, all in addition to 

running his lab; writing grants; spending time with his daughters; and visiting his family in New 

York.  Occasionally he lets his mind wander by watching television or playing around on his 

computer.  Mostly, though he spends his time trying to understand the brain circuitry that 

controls the sense of smell. 
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Helene L. Cohen, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program. B.S., Nursing, UCLA; 

P.N.P., University of California, San Diego/UCLA; M.A., Theater, San Diego State University. 

 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

 

Place: Ngai’s office, University of California, Berkeley. 

Dates, length of sessions: February 1, 2000 (107 minutes); February 2, 2000 (125); February 3, 

2000 (75). 

 

Total number of recorded hours: 5.1 

 

Persons present during interview: Ngai and Cohen.  

 

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, Cohen held a telephone preinterview conversation with Ngai 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 Ngai'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, Cohen consulted J.D. Watson et al., 

Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, California: Benjamin/Cummings, 1987; 

Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed. New York: Garland, 1994; Horace F. 

Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979; and recent issues of 

Science and Nature. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Ngai's childhood in Teaneck, 

New Jersey and continuing through his undergraduate work at Pomona College, his graduate 

studies at Harvard University and California Institute of Technology, his postdoctoral work at 

Columbia University, and the establishment of his own laboratory at University of California, 

Berkeley. Major topics discussed include his early schooling in Teaneck, New Jersey, his 

tutelage under Elias Lazarides, his decision to accept a position at University of California, 

Berkeley, and the evolution of his research. 

 



 

 

 

ORIGINAL EDITING: 

 

Ji Young Kwon, editorial assistant, 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. 

 

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

additions. 

 

William Van Benschoten prepared the table of contents. Kwon assembled the 

biographical summary and interview history. Victoria Simmons, editorial assistant, compiled the 

index. 



 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

Early Years           1 

 Family background.  Life in Teaneck, New Jersey.  Travels to and school in  

Taiwan and Sweden.  Early attraction to science.  Parents’ high expectations.   

Lack of interest in school.  Attending private high school.  Becoming motivated  

and hard-working.  Decides on medicine.  Interest in photography. 

 

College Years           22 

 Matriculates at Pomona College.  Excellent science teachers further develop his  

love of science.  Hard work.  Meets his future wife, Lisa Brunet.  Biology teacher  

leaves Pomona, sending Ngai to Elias Lazarides’ lab at California Institute of  

Technology.  Prize-winning senior thesis.   

 

Graduate Years          32 

 Attends Harvard for one year.  Returns to Lazarides’ lab at California Institute  

of Technology.  Finishes PhD and marries fiancée.  Accepts postdoc in Richard  

Axel’s lab at Columbia University.  Works on olfaction.  He and Lisa have their  

first child; another on the way.   

 

His Own Lab           46 

 Accepts assistant professorship at University of California, Berkeley.  Setting  

up and managing his lab.  Lab makeup.  Lisa’s research associateship in his lab.   

Writing grants.  Publishing.  Lisa’s anosmic mouse and first paper from the lab.   

 

Neuroscience Institute          71 

Administrative duties as head of graduate program.  Institute.  Teaching  

philosophy and practice.  Competition and collaboration.  Patents vs. licenses.   

Goals.  Creativity and luck.  Balancing work and family life.   

 

Index            108 

 



 

108 

 

INDEX 

 

A 

acquired immunodeficiency syndrome, 26 

adenosine monophosphate, 93 

AIDS. See acquired immunodeficiency 

syndrome 

Albert Einstein College of Medicine, 24 

Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, 52 

Amacher, Sharon, 100 

Amherst College, 21 

AMP. See adenosine monophosphate 

Anderson, David J., 38 

Aplysia, 43 

Asian, 6, 50, 74, 75 

Axel, Richard, 38, 42, 43, 44, 48, 54, 58, 

59, 60, 61, 65, 79, 90, 91, 92, 93, 95, 96, 

99, 104 

B 

Baltimore, David, 44, 45 

Barth, Alison L., 61 

Baskin, Denis, 25 

Beijing, China, 2 

Berg, Howard, 29 

Bergen County, New Jersey, 26 

Bitty Basketball, 14 

Bloomington, Indiana, 33 

Boston, Massachusetts, 33, 34 

Brown University, 21 

Brunet, Lisa J. (wife), 25, 31, 34, 37, 38, 45, 

46, 47, 48, 56, 61, 64, 80, 84, 87, 91, 93, 

95 

Bryn Mawr College, 21 

Buck, Linda B., 90, 92, 98 

C 

Caesar, Caius Julius, 106 

California Institute of Technology, 25, 26, 

27, 28, 29, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 49, 

58, 71, 80 

Caltech. See California Institute of 

Technology 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 32, 33 

Canada, 1, 2, 16 

Canada, Stephanie, 58 

Carleton College, 21 

CD4, 43 

CD8, 43 

cell biology, 25, 32, 34, 37, 68, 70 

Chan, George, 14 

Cherbas, Peter, 33 

Chiang, Kai-shek, 2 

Chicago, Illinois, 1 

China, 1, 2, 3, 46, 49, 51 

Chinese, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 14, 40, 49, 74, 77 

Chinese mother, 40 

Claremont University Center, 22 

Columbia University, 1, 3, 4, 13, 18, 19, 28, 

31, 32, 37, 38, 44, 51 

Cornell University, 21 

D 

Dan, Yang, 51 

Darby, Ray, 19 

Dartmouth College, 21 

Davidson, Eric H., 38 

Davidson, Norman, 35 

Denson, Larry, 26, 89 

Drosophila, 92 

Dwight-Englewood School, 17 

E 

Englewood, New Jersey, 10, 17, 39 

Ethical Culture Schools, 19 

F 

Fenoglio, John, 26 

Ferguson Prize, 35 

Fieldston School, 17 

G 

genetics, 31, 34, 100 

genomics, 99, 100, 102, 103 

George Washington Bridge, 18 



 

109 

 

Gold, Geoffrey H., 61, 64, 93, 96, 99 

Goodman, Corey S., 45, 55, 66, 67, 68, 70 

H 

Hackensack University Medical Center, 26 

Halajian, Agnes, 12 

Hampshire College, 21 

Harland, Richard M., 34 

Harris, Baikal (nephew), 3 

Harris, David (brother-in-law), 3 

Harris, Evan (nephew), 3 

Harvard Medical School, 32 

Harvard University, 21, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 

90, 104 

Harvey Mudd College, 22 

Hing, Michael (nephew), 3 

Hong Kong, 2 

Hood, Lee, 35 

Horace Mann School, 17 

Howard Hughes Medical Institute, 63 

Hsiao, Teh-hwa (maternal grandmother), 1 

Hubner, Ken, 19 

Huggins, May Ngai (paternal aunt), 2 

human genome project, 99 

I 

Ignatius, Michael J., 75 

Indiana University, 33 

Inouye, Paul, 5 

Isacoff, Ehud Y., 55, 67, 75 

J 

Japanese, 1, 4, 5 

Jewish mother, 40, 46 

Juilliard School, 15 

K 

Kandel, Eric R., 38 

Korean, 51 

L 

Lance, Jon, 15 

Lazarides, Elias, 25, 29, 33, 36, 37, 42, 43, 

57, 58, 59, 74, 80 

Lin, David M., 61 

Lin, Shuo, 99 

London, Ontario, Canada, 2 

Los Angeles, California, 22, 45 

M 

Maniatis, Tom, 35 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 32 

McKnight Endowment Fund for 

Neuroscience, 52, 54 

Medical College Admission Test, 27 

MIT. See Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology 

Molecular and Cellular Biology 

[Department of], 68, 69 

molecular biology, 32, 33, 34, 35, 70, 90, 

100, 104 

Moran, Eugene, 14 

Morimoto, Richard I., 104 

N 

National Institutes of Health, 52, 53, 54, 63, 

66, 67, 100, 105 

National Science Foundation, 31 

neurobiology, 22, 43, 45, 68, 70, 73 

neuroscience, 6, 67, 68, 73 

Neuroscience Institute, 67, 68 

New Jersey, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 17, 19, 39, 44 

New York City, New York, 1, 3, 15, 37, 39, 

44, 45 

New York University, 19 

Ngai, Chi-feng (paternal grandfather), 2 

Ngai, Janet (sister), 1, 2, 3, 5, 75 

Ngai, Julie A. (daughter), 9, 48, 77, 84 

Ngai, Mae (sister), 1, 2, 3, 75 

Ngai, Shih-hsun (father), 1, 34, 44, 89, 100 

Ngai, Shih-kuang (paternal uncle), 1 

Ngai, Stephanie M. (daughter), 9, 44, 48, 

77, 84, 85 

NIH. See National Institutes of Health 

Nobel Prize, 33 

North Carolina, 104 

Northwestern University, 104 

NSF. See National Science Foundation 

Nutley, New Jersey, 39 



 

110 

 

NYU. See New York University 

O 

Oakland, California, 3 

Oberlin College, 21 

olfaction, 43, 89 

olfactory system, 38, 43, 89, 90 

opsins, 90 

P 

Papper, Manny, 28 

Pasadena, California, 25, 27 

Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences, 

38, 49, 52, 54, 57 

Phi Beta Kappa, 30 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 61 

photography, 16, 41 

Platt, Joe, 22 

Pomona College, 20, 21, 22, 30 

Princeton University, 21 

Puerto Rico, 1 

R 

receptors, 90, 91, 97, 98, 102 

Reed, Randall R., 94, 95, 98 

rhodopsin, 90 

Riverdale Country School, 17 

Riverdale, New York, 17, 18 

Roche Institute, 39, 46 

Rockefeller University, 38, 44, 45, 53, 70 

Rubin, Gerald M., 44 

S 

San Francisco, California, 3 

sansei, 5 

Scheller, Richard H., 38, 43 

Seattle, Washington, 25 

Serafini, Tito, 99, 102 

Shanghai, China, 2 

Shatz, Carla J., 63, 66, 67, 68, 70 

Silber, Jeff, 19, 21 

Smith College, 21 

Somerville, Massachusetts, 33 

Spodheim, Renee, 21 

Stanford University, 21, 38, 55 

Stockholm, Sweden, 4, 7 

Streckfuss, Freddie, 14 

Suffel, Priscilla Ngai (paternal aunt), 2 

Swarthmore College, 21 

T 

Taiwan, 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 9, 17, 49 

Teaneck, New Jersey, 10, 11, 14 

Toronto, Canada, 1 

U 

UCSF. See University of California, San 

Francisco 

United States, 1, 3 

United States Army, 1 

University of California, 72 

University of California at Los Angeles, 34, 

37, 76 

University of California, Berkeley, 22, 44, 

48, 50, 53, 55, 68, 71, 74, 83, 91, 92, See 

University of California, San Francisco, 55 

University of Chicago, 3 

University of Miami, 28 

University of Pennsylvania, 3, 21 

V 

Vaile Prize, 29, 30 

van Sluyters, Richard C., 67 

Vassar, Robert, 91, 92 

Veterans Administration, 25 

Virginia, 3 

W 

Wang, Chih-wu (maternal uncle), 41 

Wang, Chiu-hwa (maternal aunt), 7 

Wang, Hsueh-hua (mother), 1, 34, 40, 44, 

75, 100 

Wang, Shih-chieh (maternal grandfather), 1 

Wang, Shih-Chieh (maternal grandfather), 

22 

Wesleyan University, 21 

Wiesel, Torsten N., 44 

Wold, Barbara J., 38 



 

111 

 

Y 

Yonkers, New York, 19 

Z 

zebrafish, 91, 92, 93, 99, 100, 102 

 


