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ABSTRACT

Susan J. Birren spent time in New York and Washington, D.C., though grew up mostly
in Kentfield, California, just north of San Francisco, the second youngest of four siblings. Her
father was a lawyer, and then an administrative law judge, for the National Labor Relations
Board; her mother studied art and worked as a designer in the garment industry until she had
children, after which she became a professional artist. Her family did much together—camping,
sailing, hiking, and general playing—and Birren was an avid reader and enjoyed exploring
nature. Academics came easily and she had a clear interest in science and mathematics
throughout her early schooling; a female chemistry teacher in high school, with a master’s
degree, proved somewhat influential.

Birren applied to two schools only for college and undertook her undergraduate career at
the University of California, Berkeley. Initially interested in studying mathematics, she decided
to switch to biochemistry for her major and had the opportunity to work with Edward E.
Penhoet, who later became one of the founders of Chiron Corporation. She worked on isolating
opsins from a halobacterium, a high-salt bacterium, but, more importantly, she fell in love with
lab life and lab culture and benefitted from being mentored by Penhoet. From Berkeley she
moved on to the University of California, Los Angeles working with Harvey R. Hirschman on
the transcriptional regulation of the metallothionein gene; while there, Kathryn L. Calame also
served as a mentor. Birren decided to remain in California for her postdoctoral work, moving
into the lab of David J. Anderson at the California Institute of Technology, studying the
differentiation of neural crest cells. From there she went on to a faculty position at Brandeis
University looking at the functional development of neurons.

During the interview Birren was candid about being a working mother and dealing with
a chronic medical condition. At the end of the interview she discusses gender issues in science;
administrative duties; the grant-writing process; balancing career and family; the issue of
patents; creativity in science; and the role of serendipity in her work. The interview concludes
with thoughts on teaching the history of science; the process of conducting scientific research;
setting the national scientific agenda; the role of the scientist in educating the public; and the
role of the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences on her work.



UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY
INTERVIEWER:

William Van Benschoten, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program. B.A.., History,
University of California, Riverside; M.A., History, University of California, Riverside; C. Phil.,
History, UCLA

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW:

Place: Birren’s office, Brandeis University.

Dates, length of sessions: August 2, 2004; August 3, 2004; August 4, 2004
Total number of recorded hours: 6

Persons present during interview: Birren and VVan Benschoten.
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, Van Benschoten held a telephone preinterview conversation with
Birren to obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles,
etc.) and agree on an interviewing schedule. He also reviewed documentation in Birren’s file at
the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, including Birren’s proposal application,
letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars Program national advisory committee
members.

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.

Birren reviewed the transcript. She verified proper names and made a minor number of
corrections and additions.

Carol Squires prepared the table of contents and TechniType Transcripts compiled the
guide to proper names.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Early Years 1
Family background. Birren’ s parents and her siblings. Family experiences.
Religion. Childhood interests and experiences. Early schooling. Attending
junior high school and high school. Extracurricular activities. Influential teacher.
Parental expectations

College Years 33
Attends the University of California, Berkeley. Decision to pursue science. First
laboratory experience working for Edward E. Penhoet isolating opsins. Penhoet’s
mentoring style. Perspectives on Berkeley.

Graduate and Postdoctoral Years 41
Attends graduate school at the University of California, Los Angeles in Harvey
R. Herschman’s laboratory. Meets and marries her husband. Her postdoctoral
fellowship in David J. Anderson’s laboratory at the California Institute of
Technology. Herschman’s mentoring style. Her doctoral research in molecular
biology on transcriptional regulation of the metallothionein gene. A typical day
in graduate school. Mentoring by Kathryn L. Calame. The process of writing
journal articles. Anderson’s laboratory management style. Birren’s postdoctoral
research in neurobiology on the differentiation of neural crest cells. The birth
of her children.

Faculty Years 68
Gender issues in science. Her husband’s career. Accepts a position at Brandeis
University. Setting up her laboratory. Collaborations. Current research in
neurobiology on the functional development of neurons. Broader applications
of her research. Funding history. The grant-writing process. Balancing family
and career. What she likes most about being a Principal Investigator. Multiple
sclerosis. A typical workday. Leisure activities.

Thoughts and Reflections 96
Professional and personal goals. Patents. Teaching the history of science.
Tenure. Competition and collaboration in science. The process of conducting
scientific research. Setting the national scientific agenda. Educating the public
about science. Gender issues in science. Impact of the Pew Scholars Program in
the Biomedical Sciences award on her work. Her mentoring style.

Index 123



A

Abelson, John N., 56

acetylcholine, 79

American Heart Association, 80, 109

American Museum of Natural History, 22

Anderson, David J., 47, 50, 56, 57, 58, 59,
61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 67, 69, 70, 71, 72, 75,
85, 86, 87, 88

arachidonic acid, 48

autism, 81, 82, 109, 110

B

Berkeley, California, 28, 37

Bethesda, Maryland, 6

Birren, Bruce, 7, 18, 19, 30, 42, 44, 45, 46,
47, 49, 50, 52, 56, 60, 61, 62, 64, 72, 73,
82, 88, 90, 93, 94, 95, 103

Birren, Natalie, 11, 18, 19, 22, 23, 28, 47,
60, 61, 62, 63, 69, 70, 88, 90, 93, 113

Birren, Peter, 11, 19, 61, 62, 70, 88, 90, 113

Boston, Massachusetts, 7, 12, 18, 72, 73

brain-derived neurotrophic factor, 79

Brandeis University, 5, 1, 34, 63, 69, 70, 73,
75, 78, 81, 83, 96, 99, 102, 104, 117, 120

Breaking All the Rules, 14

C

Calame, Kathryn L., 43, 53

California Institute of Technology, 46, 47,
55, 56, 67, 69, 71, 72

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 73

Cape Cod, Massachusetts, 16

cardiac myocytes, 76

Carter, President James E., 32

Catholicism, 18

central nervous system, 77, 105, 108, 109,
110

Chiron Corporation, 12, 37, 39

chromaffin cells, 57, 74

Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, 58, 118

Colon-Hastings, Frances, 117

INDEX

123

Columbia University, 53

D

Dallas, Texas, 72

Damon Runyon-Walter Winchell Cancer
Fund, 67, 69, 71

Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, 74

De Vellis, Jean, 45

deoxyribonuclease 1, 47, 50, 51

Dorchester, Massachusetts, 7

E
Emory University, 118

F

Ford, President Gerald R., 32
Foxx, Jamie, 14
Freeport, New York, 1

G

Genentech, Incorporated, 72

glial cells, 77, 90

glucocorticoid, 49, 50

Gordon Research Conference, 82

Gralla, Edith B., 43, 46

grant writing, 51, 66, 67, 71, 80, 82, 83, 84,
85, 91, 92, 107, 109, 118, 119

H

halobacterium, 37

Hankinson, Noll, 45

Herschman, Harvey R., 43, 45, 47, 48, 49,
50, 51, 52, 53, 55, 56, 57, 66, 85, 86, 88

Hinterneder, Jeanine, 108, 121

Hood, Leroy E., 72

Howard Hughes Medical Institute, 67

Human Genome Project, 73, 103, 105, 112,
115

|
Island Park, New York, 1, 4,5



J

Johnson, Jane E., 63, 64, 65, 67, 68, 71, 72
Joseph, Sheri, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15
Judaism, 2, 10, 18, 19, 20

K

Kennedy, President John F., 23
Kentfield, California, 1, 2
Korean War, 4, 5, 7

L

Lake George, New York, 7

Lander, Eric S., 72

Latterich, Martin, 66

Lerner, Aaron, 2, 18

Lerner, Ester, 2, 3

Long Beach, New York, 3, 4,5

Los Angeles, California, 8, 14, 15, 41, 42,
45
Brentwood, 42

Lutheranism, 19

M

mammalian achaete-scute homologs, 65

Manhattan, New York, 3, 5, 20

Marin County, California, 1, 2, 15

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 39,
41

mentoring, 38, 53, 84, 87, 119, 120

metallothionein, 49, 53

Michelsohn, Arie M., 57

Miller, Seth, 29, 33, 41, 42, 45

MIT. See Massachusetts Institute of
Technology

multiple sclerosis, 88, 89, 90, 97, 104

MyoD, 64

N

National Alliance for Autism Research, 110
National Institute of General Medical
Sciences
Minority Access to Research Careers,
118
National Institutes of Health, 67, 71, 72, 80,

84, 111
Research Project Grant (R01), 72, 80, 82,
83, 118
National Labor Relations Board, 2, 5, 6
National Science Foundation, 80, 111, 113
Nature, 59, 65
neural crest cells, 57, 65, 74, 75, 76
Neuron, 59
New York University, 4, 14
New York, New York, 3, 4, 7, 13, 14, 15,
22
Newark, New Jersey, 5
norepinephrine, 76, 79

O
opsin, 37, 38

P

parasympathetic nervous system, 79

Pasadena, California, 46, 60

Penhoet, Edward E., 37, 38, 39, 103

peripheral nervous system, 57, 77

Pew Charitable Trusts, 112
Science and Society Institute, 112

Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical
Sciences, 51, 66, 80, 88, 97, 98, 109, 118,
119

Portland, Oregon, 12

Princeton University, 31

Protestantism, 18, 19

R

Radcliffe College, 30
Rett Syndrome, 109
ricin, 48

S

San Diego, California, 15

San Francisco, California, 1, 2, 5, 6, 15, 16,
32,41,42,45,72

Science, 62, 65, 114

Simon, Melvin |., 46

Society for Neuroscience, 82, 112, 113

sympathetic nervous system, 57, 74, 75, 76,



78,79

T

Taplitz, Daniel, 8, 11, 13, 14, 15, 22, 24, 37

Taplitz, Frieda, 3, 4

Taplitz, Randy, 11, 12, 13,17, 73

Taplitz, Richard, 1, 2, 4,5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11,
13, 14, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 31, 32, 35,
94

Taplitz, Rudolf, 3, 4, 5, 36

Tapliz, Daniel, 11, 13, 21

tetradecanoyl phorbol acetate, 48

Tufts Medical Center, 12

Turrigiano, Gina G., 75

U

U.S. Social Security Administration, 5

UCLA. See University of California, Los
Angeles

UCSF. See University of California, San
Francisco

UNC. See University of North Carolina

Unitarian Universalism, 18, 19

University of California, Berkeley, 2, 12,
13, 16, 24, 28, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36, 40,
41
School of Public Health, 39

University of California, Los Angeles, 39,
41,42, 44, 45

125

Warren Hall, 44
University of California, San Francisco, 12,
39
University of California, Santa Cruz, 13, 31
University of Maryland, Baltimore County,
118
University of North Carolina, 72, 73, 74
University of San Francisco, 13
University of Texas Southwestern, 67, 72
University of Virginia, 4, 5

\%
Verdi, Joseph M., 65

W

Washington, D.C., 1, 6, 17, 20, 111
White, Kalpana P., 102
Whitehall Foundation, 109
Whitehead Institute for Biomedical
Research
Center for Genome Research, 72
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, 89
World War 11, 4
Wauenschell, Carol W., 68

z
Zimmerman, Kathy, 68



