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ABSTRACT

George C. Prendergast was born and raised in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the oldest of
four siblings. His father taught accounting and economics at St. Joseph’s University in
Philadelphia; his mother worked for General Electric until Prendergast was born. From a young
age he was interested in science and scientists, reading about both in the World Book
Encyclopedia Childcraft series, and in music, playing the piano, the alto saxophone, the clarinet,
and the flute. In high school he chose to participate in a Saturday-morning organic chemistry
class, which lasted for three hours.

Predergast applied to and was accepted at the University of Pennsylvania (UPenn) in
Philadelphia. As an undergraduate he read James Watson’s Molecular Biology of the Gene
which contributed significantly to his growing interest in molecular biology. From UPenn he
went on to graduate research at Yale University, though realized after a year that his research
interests diverged from the faculty at Yale, so he left with a master’s degree and then continued
his graduate studies at Princeton University. At Princeton Prendergast worked with Michael
Cole, the discoverer of the Myc gene and gene translocation in certain cancers, before moving
on to a postdoctoral position with Edward B. Ziff at New York University, in part because of
Ziff’s desire to move in the direction of neurobiology. After a few years in Ziff’s lab,
Prendergast interviewed at several universities but chose to begin a career in industry at Merck
Research Laboratories, a company for which his wife worked. He stayed there for a short while
before moving on to the Wistar Institute in Philadelphia to research farnesyltransferase
inhibitors and programmed cell death. Later he also accepted a position as the senior director in
the department of cancer research at DuPont Pharmaceuticals, thereby becoming the principal
investigator of two laboratories.

At the end of the interview Prendergast talks about the advantages and disadvantages of
working less at the bench; balancing work and family life; the work environment at Merck and
DuPont; managing his two positions at Wistar and DuPont; the comparative strengths and
weaknesses of academic and biotechnological science; and his current research on Myc protein
and signal transduction by the Ras oncoprotein. He concludes with his thoughts on the issue of
patents in science; the advantages of knowing the history of science; scientific research in
academia and the commercial sector and the nature of competition in academic and commercial
labs; biological hazards; and the role of the Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences
in his work.



UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY
INTERVIEWER:

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: Prendergast’s office, DuPont Phamaceuticals, Glenolden, PA.

Dates, length of sessions: December 11, 2000 (115 minutes); December 12, 2000 (120);
December 13, 2000 (112).

Total number of recorded hours: 5.75
Persons present during interview: Prendergast 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 Prendergast
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 Prendergast’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 Prendergast’s childhood in
Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvannia, and continuing through his undergraduate work at University of
Pennsylvannia, his graduate work at Yale and Princeton University, his postdoc at Howard
Hughes Medical Institute and Department of Biochemistry, New York University Medical
Center, and the establishment of his own lab at Merck Research Laboratories. Major topics
include his joining the Edward B. Ziff lab at New York University, his research at Merck
Research Laboratories, and his joining the Wistar Institute to work on farnesyltransferase
inhibitors.
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Kolosova, editorial assistant, assembled the biographical summary and interview history. Anne
Marie Davis, editorial assistant, compiled the index.
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