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ABSTRACT 

 

 Yasushi Hiromi was born in Kaizuka City, in Osaka Prefecture, Japan, the elder of two 

sons.  His father was a biochemist and his mother a housewife.  When Yasushi was about ten his 

father took a postdoc at Yale University, and the family lived in New Haven, Connecticut, for a 

year.  There the two boys learned to speak idiomatic English.  As a youngster Yasushi was 

fascinated by figuring out how things work.  He was always good in mathematics and liked 

physics and chemistry.  This desire to understand things is what drew him to science.  When he 

entered the University of Tokyo his declared major was physics, but in his last year he did a 

rotation in Drosophila genetics in Yoshiki Hotta‟s lab, and he decided to become a biologist.  In 

Japan it is usual to stay in the same lab for graduate school, and Yasushi liked Drosophila 

genetics, so he stayed in Hotta‟s lab.  There he worked on phosphorylation and eclosion, and he 

found the heat shock response at room temperature.  While in that lab he met Walter Gehring, in 

whose lab in Switzerland he took a postdoc.  There he discovered the ftz (fushi tarazu) gene 

(fushi tarazu means “not enough segments”).  This led to his career interest, the developing 

central nervous system.  He accepted a second postdoc in Corey Goodman‟s lab at Stanford and 

then UC Berkeley, where he worked with Chris Doe on the seven-up gene, which he took with 

him when he joined the faculty at Princeton University.  He wanted to learn about the 

relationship between ligand and receptor and how that relationship influenced the function of a 

gene.  Each round of experiments required three or four months.  He did this for five years, 

never obtaining the dispositive result for which he hoped.  He did, however, get publications in 

very good journals.  Although he is going back to Japan, to the National Institute of Genetics, he 

says he still prefers to do risky science. 

 Hiromi still works at the bench.  He likes a small lab because he then does have time to 

work at bench, rather than overseeing lab members.  He looks forward to the challenge of a 

different system of doing science in Japan, where there is less emphasis on grant-writing, and he 

can exploit the joy he feels in solving problems.  He will take the seven-up gene and a postdoc 

back with him; this person will have the position of joshu. 

 Hiromi makes a point of having dinner and spending the early evenings and some 

weekend time at home with his wife and children.  Balancing this time away from the lab with 

this family time means often working in the middle of the night, but he believes it is important 

to be with his family as much as he can. 
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INTERVIEWER: 

 

Andrea R. 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 

 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

 

Place: Hiromi's office, Princeton University. 

 

Dates, length of sessions: November 21, 1996 (157 minutes); November 22, 1996 (60). 

 

Total number of recorded hours: 3.6 

 

Persons present during interview: Hiromi 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 

Hiromi to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, 

etc.) and to agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars' interviews 

and the documentation in Hiromi'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 general background on the recent history of the biological sciences, 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. 3rd ed. 

New York: Garland. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Hiromi's childhood in Japan 

and continuing through his education at Tokyo University, his biomedical training at the Walter 

J. Gehring lab in Switzerland, his postdoctoral career at the University of California, Berkeley, 

and his career as a principal investigator at Princeton University. 

Major topics discussed include Hiromi's research on the function and expression of ftz 

during Drosophila neurogenesis, his research on seven-up, and differences in the structure and 

funding of science in the United States, Switzer-land, and Japan. 
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