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ABSTRACT 
 

James U. Bowie was born in Rochester, Minnesota, in 1959; the youngest of four siblings. 
Bowie’s father, E.J. Walter Bowie, was a doctor originally from England who met Bowie’s 
Swiss mother, Gertrud Ülrich, while she was on summer vacation in England.  The family 
eventually moved to Canada, where they lived for a while until Bowie’s father began working at 
the Mayo Clinic, and then they moved to Minnesota. Bowie went through school with relative 
ease and regularly got into trouble until he traveled to Switzerland with his mother and decided 
to change his approach to life.  He first discovered biology and proteins while working for one 
of his father’s colleagues in a laboratory at the Mayo Clinic. From that point on he knew that he 
wanted to pursue Biology. 

Bowie received his B.A. from Carleton College in 1981 and credits one professor in 
particular with making molecular biology interesting. He was an avid skier in college and met 
his wife during his sophomore year.  Bowie was accepted into medical school for the following 
year, but instead elected to defer for one year.  During this period he worked as a lab technician; 
an experience that pushed him to decide against medical school.  After a subsequent year of 
applications to graduate school programs, he matriculated into the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, where he earned his Ph.D. in 1989.   

In 1989 Bowie accepted a postdoctoral fellowship in the Department of Chemistry and 
Biochemistry at the University of California at Los Angeles, where he began learning 
crystallography in David S. Eisenberg’s Lab.  He and Eisenberg focused on analyzing the 
sequence and structure of proteins through computational biology and on the use of novel 
computer programming to predict protein structure.  During this period Bowie also developed a 
specific interest in characterizing the structure, function, and regulation of cell membrane 
proteins, a field with widespread medical and pharmaceutical applications. Bowie was 
appointed assistant professor in the Department of Chemistry and Biochemistry at the 
University of California at Los Angeles in 1993.  His major area of research there still centers 
on identifying the structure and function of key cell membrane proteins. 
 Throughout his oral history Bowie explains how fortunate he has been to have had such 
an easy childhood and so many opportunities to succeed.  He has received several grants, 
including a fellowship, a National Science Foundation Young Investigator award, a McCoy 
Award in Chemistry, and most notably a Pew Scholars Program in the Biomedical Sciences 
grant, which he discusses in the oral history interview. 
 



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: Bowie's office, UCLA. 
 
Dates, length of sessions: May 5, 1999 (96 minutes); May 14, 1999 (73) ; May 19, 1999 (71). 
 
Total number of recorded hours: 4 
 
Persons present during interview: Bowie 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' 
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 personal preinterview conversation with Bowie 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 his 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, CA: 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, Nature and Cell. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Bowie's childhood in 
Rochester, Minnesota, and continuing through his undergraduate education at Carleton College, 
his graduate work at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and his postdoc and career as a 
principal investigator at UCLA. Major topics discussed include Bowie's studies of the Arc 
repressor protein, his computer programs designed to match protein structures and sequences, 
his ongoing study of cell membrane proteins, and his lab management style. 
 
 
 



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, 
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Bowie reviewed the transcript. He verified proper names and made minor corrections 
and additions. 

William Van Benschoten, editor, prepared the table of contents and the index. Kwon 
assembled the biographical summary and interview history. 
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The original tape recordings of the interview are in the university archives and are 
available under the regulations governing the use of permanent noncurrent records of the 
university. Records relating to the interview are located in the office of the UCLA Oral History 
Program. 
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