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ABSTRACT 

 

 Song Tan was born in London, England; he has one brother and one half brother.  His 

father was from Singapore, his mother from China.  When Tan was five the family moved to 

Singapore, where they lived for ten years before settling in Miami, Florida.  Tan’s father was a 

civil engineer; his mother was in banking and in wholesale distribution; she went back to 

banking when they moved to the United States.   

Tan remembers always being interested in science, especially the chemical elements.  He 

loved to read, finding the Childcraft How and Why Library particularly fascinating.  In Singapore 

Tan attended the Anglo-Chinese School.  He was in an honors program in his high school in 

Florida that allowed students to work in university labs around Miami; Tan went to the 

University of Miami.  He worked in Richard Doepker’s lab, where he analyzed the products of 

burning plastic (pyrolysis of polystyrene).  Tan took fourth place in the Westinghouse Talent 

Search; he used his scholarship at Cornell University, which had the added attraction of a 

synchrotron.  Still interested in particle physics, he became increasingly intrigued by genetic 

engineering.  He majored in physics, but with a concentration in biochemistry.  He worked in 

Aaron Lewis’s lab, where he purified bacteriorhodopsin and studied photoreceptors.  He also 

worked at the synchrotron with David Cassel. 

 Tan was awarded both the Churchill and the Marshall Scholarships; he declined the 

Churchill and accepted the Marshall, matriculating into the University of Cambridge, which 

initially assigned him to Trevor Lamb’s lab at the University of Cambridge.  Lamb 

recommended him to Timothy Richmond at the Laboratory of Molecular Biology, where he 

worked on protein-DNA interactions of yeast mating-type transcription factors.  Tan moved with 

Richmond to Zurich, Switzerland, to the Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule (ETH).  There 

he finished his PhD and continued his work, first as a postdoc and then as Oberassistent, or 

project leader.  Throughout and after his graduate career Tan had the opportunity to meet many 

famous scientists at LMB and ETH, including Paul Sigler at a synchrotron in Hamburg, 

Germany.  At that meeting, the Richmond and Sigler groups realized they were both working to 

determine the crystal structure of TFIIA and TBP transcription factors with DNA; the two groups 

ended up publishing in the same week.  Upon finishing his work with Richmond, Tan accepted 

an assistant professorship at Penn State University. 

At the end of the interview, Tan discusses the approaches he brought with him from 

Richmond’s lab; he talks about his enjoyment of teaching and his teaching methods; he compares 

students at Penn State with those at other schools; and he discusses politics and language.  Tan 

also describes the process of obtaining the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences 

award and the annual meetings.  The interview concludes with his thoughts on funding in general 

and his funding in particular; and with thanks to his parents for providing him with such fine 

opportunities. 
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David J. Caruso earned a B.A. in the History of Science, Medicine, and Technology 

from the Johns Hopkins University in 2001 and a Ph.D. in Science and Technology Studies from 
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institutional transformations that resulted in the development of American military medicine as a 

unique form of knowledge and practice. David is currently the Program Manager for Oral 

History at the CHF. His current research interest focuses on the discipline formation of 

biomedical science in 20th-century America and the organizational structures that have 

contributed to such formation. 

 



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Early Years           1 

 Born in London, England.  Moves to Singapore.  Family background.  Parents  

and siblings.  Anglo-Chinese School.  How and Why Library.  Early interest in  

science.  Moves to Miami, Florida.  Culture shock.  High-school honors program.   

Working in Richard Doepker’s lab at University of Miami.   

 

College Years           26 

 Wanted to go to Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  Westinghouse Talent  

Search offered scholarship.  Decides to attend Cornell University.  Synchrotron  

at Cornell.  Working in Aaron Lewis’s lab, purifying bacteriorhodopsin.  Physics  

major with biochemistry concentration.  Synchrotron work with David Cassel.   

Working on actin filaments in rat eyes in Lewis’s lab. 

 

Graduate School Years         38 

 Accepted into biophysics program at Harvard University.  Awarded Marshall  

Scholarship to study in England.  Declines Churchill scholarship.  Decides to  

defer Harvard and attend University of Cambridge.  Assigned to Trevor Lamb’s  

lab.  Timothy Richmond’s lab in Medical Research Council Laboratory of  

Molecular Biology.  Many famous scientists there.  Works on MATα1.   

Richmond accepts position at Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule (ETH) in  

Zurich, Switzerland.  Tan uses National Science Foundation grant to follow  

Richmond.  Spends eleven years there. 

 

Faculty Years            68 

 Accepts position at Penn State University.  Large number of gene regulators, but  

no structuralists.  Projects he brought with him.  Discusses Pew Scholars Program  

in the Biomedical Sciences award and meetings.  Lack of crystals.  Working with  

chromatin enzymes and nucleosome. 

 

General Thoughts          79 

 Thanks parents for opportunities they provided by moving to United States.   

Discusses enjoyment of teaching; teaching methods.  Students at Penn State  

University.  Students in his lab.  Influence of language; politics and language.   

Funding in general and his in particular. 

 

Index            91 



 

91 

 

INDEX 

 

 

A 

Accenture, 43 

actin, 36, 38 

adenosine triphosphate, 65 

Alighieri, Dante, 11 

Ammerer, Gustav, 55 

Anglo-Chinese School (ACS), 6 

argon, 66 

Atlanta, Georgia, 1, 39, 85 

ATP. See adenosine triphosphate 

Austria, 50 

B 

bacteriorhodopsin, 34, 36 

Bank of China, 3, 32 

Bank of South Miami, 20 

Bartels Hall, 33 

Beattie, Mrs., 4, 15 

Belfast, Northern Ireland, 45 

Blyton, Enid, 9 

Boston, Massachusetts, 39, 40, 85 

Boyer, Herbert W., 22 

Brenner, Sydney, 48 

Buratowski, Stephen, 72 

Burley, Stephen K., 65 

Bush, President George H.W., 86 

C 

California, 17 

California Institute of Technology, 30 

CalTech. See California Institute of 

Technology 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 53, 84 

Case Western Reserve University, 80 

Cassel, David G., 37, 38, 41, 45 

CERN. See European Organization for 

Nuclear Research 

Chicago, Illinois, 78, 85 

China, 2, 3, 11, 16, 32 

chlamydia, 80 

chromatin, 70, 74, 76, 77, 78 

Churchill Scholarship, 39 

chymotrypsin, 64 

Clinton, President William J., 86, 87 

Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, 64 

Colorado State University, 71 

Cornell University, 18, 27, 29, 30, 31, 32, 

33, 34, 35, 39, 41, 42, 43, 80 

Cöté, Jacques, 77 

Cozumel, Mexico, 73 

crystallography, 46, 52, 63, 64, 65, 66, 73, 

78, 87 

D 

Dade County School District, 23 

Dead Sea, 34 

Del Priore, Lucian V., 36 

DESY. See Deutsches Elektronen-

Synchrotron 

Deutsches Elektronen-Synchrotron (DESY), 

64 

DNA, 38, 42, 46, 47, 48, 51, 52, 55, 56, 58, 

59, 60, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 69, 71, 72, 

77 

Doepker, Richard D., 24, 25 

E 

E-coli, 73, 75 

Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule, 52, 

57, 61, 82 

Eliot, George, 40, 41 

Emory University, 40 

England, 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11, 14, 16, 19, 

39, 46, 49, 50, 58, 79, 80 

England, Joe, 78 

Eppendorf tubes, 42 

European Organization for Nuclear 

Research, 41 

F 

Farber, Gregory, 83 

Finnegans Wake, 21 

Florida, 39 

Ford, Edward, 23, 25 

Fuzhou, Fujian, China, 2, 12 



 

92 

 

G 

gas chromatograph, 25 

Geary, Brian, 89 

Geiger, James F., 63, 65 

Geneva, Switzerland, 41 

Gilmour, David S., 71 

Glades Junior High School, 21 

GroEL, 65 

GroES, 65 

Guam, 17 

H 

Habilitation, 62 

Hahn, Steven, 63, 65, 72 

Hamburg, Germany, 64, 65 

Hamburger Synchrotronstrahlungslabor 

(HASYLAB), 64 

Hankins, Gretchen, 42 

Hardy, Thomas, 43 

Harrison, Stephen C., 39 

Harvard Business School, 84, 89 

Harvard University, 39, 47, 53 

Heald, Rebecca W., 74 

high performance liquid chromatograph, 24, 

25 

histone, 47, 72, 73, 76 

histone acetyl transferase, 77 

NuA4, 77 

Piccolo NuA4, 77, 78 

Hokkien, 12 

Hong Kong, 11 

How & Why Library, 9 

Howard Hughes Medical Institute, 70, 71, 

75 

HPLC. See high performance liquid 

chromatograph 

I 

Indonesia, 2 

Inferno, The, 11 

Intel, 29 

Ithaca, New York, 31 

J 

Johns Hopkins University School of 

Medicine, 18, 67, 80 

Joyce,  James, 21 

Jurong Power Station, 5 

K 

Kendrew, John, 46 

Kennedy, President John F., 86 

King, Jr., Reverend Martin Luther, 85, 86 

Kiyoshi, 52 

Klug, Aaron, 47, 48 

Kramer, Ryan, 84 

L 

Lamb, Trevor, 46, 47 

Large Hadron Collider, 37 

Lewis, Aaron, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 42, 50, 51 

LMB. See Medical Research 

Council:Laboratory of Molecular Biology 

London Underground, 7 

London, England, 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 14, 15, 20, 

21, 32 

Los Angeles, California, 70 

Luger, Karolin, 62, 71 

M 

Malaysia, 2 

Malaysia National Day, 11 

Mandarin, 12 

Marcham, Frederick, 34 

Marshall Plan, 40 

Marshall Scholarship, 39, 42, 45, 53, 54, 80 

mass spectrometer, 24 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 27, 

28, 29, 30, 39, 82 

MATα1, 48, 51, 52, 55, 56, 62, 63, 64, 71 

MATα2, 52, 58, 62, 63, 69 

Max Planck Institute, 68 

MCM1, 48, 52, 55, 56, 58, 59, 60, 62, 63, 

64, 69 

Medical Research Council, 46, 47, 48, 50 

Laboratory of Molecular Biology, 46, 48, 

49, 50, 51, 53, 57, 61, 65, 74 

Meyer, Robert, 23, 31 



 

93 

 

Miami, Florida, 13, 16, 17, 19, 20, 21, 22, 

23, 24, 25, 26, 28, 34, 70 

Middlemarch, 40 

Milstein, César, 46, 48 

MIT. See Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology 

MRC. See Medical Research Council 

N 

Nagai, Kiyoshi, 51 

Nasmyth, Kim, 47, 48, 52, 53, 55 

National Institutes of Health, 46, 70, 73, 74, 

82, 87, 89 

National Public Radio, 73 

National Science Foundation, 42, 54 

New Jersey, 17, 29 

New York, 31 

New York City, New York, 32, 70 

NIH. See National Institutes of Health 

nitrogen, 66 

NMR. See nuclear magnetic resonance 

Nobel Prize, 30, 46, 50, 52, 75 

Northern Ireland, 45 

Northwestern University, 39 

NPR. See National  Public Radio 

NSF. See National Science Foundation 

N-terminal protein sequencing, 51 

nuclear magnetic resonance, 52 

nucleosome, 47, 56, 61, 62, 71, 74, 76, 77, 

78, 79 

O 

Obama, President Barack H., 85, 86, 87 

Oberassistent, 61, 62, 71, 89 

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, 86 

P 

Parker, Theodore, 85 

Pelligrini, Luca, 60, 61 

Penn State University, 1, 45, 70, 71, 72, 75, 

77, 81, 83, 85, 88 

People's Liberation Army Air Force, 3 

Perutz, Max F., 46, 48, 49, 50 

Pew Charitable Trusts, 73 

Advisory Committee, 73 

Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical 

Sciences, 1, 72, 73, 74, 75, 81, 84 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 41 

Princeton University, 29 

Privatdozent, 62 

PRTF, 48, 52, 55, 56 

Puerto Rico, 84 

Pugh, Frank, 70 

Putnam Mathematics Competition, 34 

Q 

quaternary structure, 76 

R 

Raman Spectroscopy, 34 

Reagan, President Ronald W., 86 

Reese, Joseph C., 71 

Rensselaer Medal, 28 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, 28, 29 

Research Institute of Molecular Pathology, 

53 

Reserve Officer Training Corps, 84 

Rhodes Scholarship, 39, 45 

rhodopsin, 36 

Richman, Robin, 58, 82 

Richmond, Timothy J., 46, 47, 50, 53, 54, 

55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 66, 

71, 74, 77, 81, 82 

Rocky Horror Picture Show, 42 

ROTC. See Reserve Officer Training Corps 

RPI. See Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 

S 

SAGA, 73, 76, 78 

Sagan, Carl, 38 

Saigon [Ho Chi Minh City], Vietnam, 2 

San Francisco, California, 11, 67 

Sanger,  Frederick, 46 

Sargent, David F., 62, 65 

Schwyzer, Robert, 52 

Seaborg, Glenn T., 30 

Selleck, Will, 72, 77 

serum response factor, 59, 61, 62, 63, 65 

Shakespeare, William, 34 

Shanghai, China, 11 

Sigler, Paul B., 63, 64, 65, 67, 68, 88 



 

94 

 

Simpson, Robert T., 70, 76, 81 

Singapore, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 

14, 15, 16, 17, 19, 23, 25, 26, 43, 70, 80, 

88 

Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of 

Education Ordinary Level Examination, 

10 

SRF. See serum response factor 

St. Petersburg, Florida, 15, 17, 18, 19, 21, 

26, 28 

Stanford University, 39 

Stanley, Craig, 43 

Stowers Institute for Medical Research, 81 

Sweitzer, Thomas, 38 

Switzerland, 11, 53, 54, 58, 62, 63, 65, 69, 

70, 71, 81, 86, 89 

synchrotron, 30, 37, 41, 64, 65, 67, 68 

T 

Taipei, Taiwan, 16 

Taiwan, 16, 29 

Tan, Helen Kuo Kuan Tsung (mother), 1, 80 

Tan, Lawrence Cheng Seng (father), 2, 79 

Tan, Ming (brother), 1, 80, 81 

TATA-binding protein, 60, 62, 63, 64, 65, 

67, 71, 72, 78 

TBP. See TATA-binding protein 

TFIIA. See transcription factor IIA 

TFIIB. See transcription factor IIB 

Tigner, Maury, 33 

transcription factor IIA, 60, 62, 63, 64, 65, 

66, 67, 72, 75, 76 

transcription factor IIB, 64 

U 

U.S. See United States of America 

UCSF. See University of California, San 

Francisco 

United Kingdom, 1, 45 

United States Air Force, 84 

United States Military Academy at West 

Point, 31 

United States Navy, 84 

United States of America, 1, 4, 11, 12, 14, 

15, 16, 17, 18, 22, 23, 25, 28, 30, 39, 40, 

41, 42, 45, 53, 54, 57, 58, 62, 63, 69, 70, 

80, 85, 87, 88 

University of California, Berkeley, 39 

University of California, Irvine, 80 

University of California, San Francisco, 67, 

80 

University of Cambridge, 10, 41, 42, 45, 46, 

47, 48, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 60 

University of Chicago, 63 

University of Florida, 17, 31 

University of Oxford, 11, 45 

University of South Florida, 23 

University of Wisconsin, 39 

V 

Vienna, Austria, 53, 54 

Vietnam, 17 

Vignali, Marissa, 77 

W 

Washington University in St. Louis, 36 

Washington, D.C., 29, 47, 86 

Westinghouse Science Talent Search, 24, 29 

Wiley, Don C., 39 

Williams, L. Pearce, 34 

Workman, Jerry L., 70, 76, 77, 81 

World War II, 2, 3 

Wüthrich, Kurt, 52, 57, 67, 87 

X 

Xiamen, Fujian, China, 2 

Y 

Yale University, 63, 65 

Young Republican National Federation, 87 

Z 

Zurich, Switzerland, 11, 20, 41, 42, 52, 53, 

54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 67, 69, 80, 87, 88, 89 

 


