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SO, IT’S JUNE 1, 2010. THE INTERVIEWER IS GREG DOWNEY, AND I AM INTERVIEWING JOHN WILEY. COULD YOU PRONOUNCE YOUR NAME AND SPELL IT FOR THE RECORD.

John Wiley, J-o-h-n W-i-l-e-y.

GREAT. THANK YOU. AND AS YOU KNOW, THIS IS A SET OF INTERVIEWS WITH SOME OF THE CORE PEOPLE INVOLVED – FOUNDERS, LEADERS – WITH BOTH OF THE INSTITUTES. AND JUST TO PREFACE THE INTERVIEW, THIS IS FOR AN ORAL HISTORY PROJECT. A LOT OF THE QUESTIONS ARE GOING TO SEEM SOMEWHAT BASIC. YOU AND I KNOW EACH OTHER AND I KNOW A LOT ABOUT THE INSTITUTES, BUT I’M GOING TO BE ASKING QUESTIONS FROM THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE HISTORICAL RECORD, SO GOING OVER THINGS THAT I KNOW WE’VE ALREADY TALKED ABOUT IN OTHER SITUATIONS, AS WELL.

SO, WE KNOW THE OFFICIAL STORY OF THE ORIGINS OF THE WISCONSIN INSTITUTES OF DISCOVERY, THE TWIN INSTITUTES. WHAT’S NOT IN THAT STORY THAT FROM YOUR POINT OF VIEW IS IMPORTANT FOR HISTORIANS TO KNOW? NOT IN THE MEDIA STORY, THE PRESS STORY, THE STORY FROM THE PRESENTATION A COUPLE WEEKS AGO?

Well, there was a lot of politics behind the scenes, some of which is probably a little sensitive for a period of time involving two different governors’ personal views and legacies and involving the WARF trustees. So, I don’t know if this oral history is going to be embargoed for any period of time or if it’s possible to give you some background for your own information off the record?

SURE. LET ME TALK ABOUT THE EMBARGO OPTIONS, ACTUALLY, RIGHT NOW, SINCE YOU BROUGHT THAT UP, YOUR FIRST QUESTIONS.

Sure.

SO, THERE ARE SOME EMBARGO CHOICES. ONCE YOU’VE SEEN THE TRANSCRIPT AND LOOKED OVER IT FOR ANY SORT OF ERRORS OF FACT, THE RECORD CAN BE MADE PART OF THE ARCHIVE IMMEDIATELY; WE CAN EMBARGO IT FOR ONE YEAR, FOR FIVE YEARS, OR FOR TEN YEARS. SO, AND WE’VE TALKED ABOUT WITH OTHER INTERVIEWEES AS WELL IF THERE ARE PORTIONS OF THE TRANSCRIPT THAT YOU WANT TO MAKE AVAILABLE IMMEDIATELY, OTHER PORTIONS THAT YOU WANT TO HAVE EMBARGOED FOR A CERTAIN PERIOD OF YEARS, WE CAN SELECTIVELY EMBARGO, AS WELL. SO, IT’S UP TO YOU WHAT YOU WANT TO TALK ABOUT ON THE RECORD.

Okay. Well, but what you record right now is…

SO, THE RECORDING WILL GO INTO THE ARCHIVE, ONE WAY OR ANOTHER.

Okay.

AND WHEN IT’S RELEASED…

Public release can be selective, based on the transcript.

YES. EXACTLY.

Okay. Okay. I’m comfortable with that. Well, because some of this involves university-state government politics, and various governors’ concerns about their legacies and concerns about ownership of various projects.

SURE. SURE.

And I don’t know what you currently have, how far back it goes, but in my mind, WID really could be traced all the way back to Donna Shalala’s arrival on campus. And let me just…I’ve told this in other oral histories, I think, the one for the university as a whole, but let me start there and say that when Donna arrived in about ’89, ’88 or ’89, one of the first things she obviously noticed was that some of our buildings were in abysmal shape, and the capital budget was almost nonexistent. We were not building anything or fixing anything, just continuing to deteriorate. In fact, the Capital Times ran a series for several days in a row written by Jacob Stockinger that was entitled Decades of Decay. And it was a shocking exposé of the condition of our buildings. So, Donna made that a high priority. She appointed a commission or a special advisory panel, chancellor’s advisory group chaired by David Beckwith, a former Regent president, prominent Milwaukee attorney, loyal alum of the university. He chaired a group to try to figure out how can we address the problems with UW Madison’s buildings? And what they finally came up with was a plan to offer to state government that we would cost-share on the construction of future buildings. In fact, the offer was that we would cost-share to the tune of 50-50; if the state would agree to match it, we would go out and try to raise money to build the most critically-needed buildings. Tommy Thompson was governor at that time, and not only did he endorse and embrace the idea, he sort of made it his own. Donna proposed a name for the program called the FAST Program, Facilities Advancement for State Technology. But the choice of the acronym FAST was where she put the emphasis, because she thought this was urgent and we needed to really move. 

[Timestamp: 5:03]

Governor Thompson changed the name to WISTAR, and I can’t remember what that acronym stands for. I think “WI” was for Wisconsin, I don’t remember what the “S” was, and “TAR” was Technology Advancement and Research, or something like that. Anyway, not only that, he broadened it to include all state universities, the entire UW system, which as it turns out, I believe, was…I don’t believe any other university managed to raise the 50 percent match to build buildings. So, virtually all the money that was appropriated for WISTAR went to Madison because we were able to raise the money. The first four buildings were a biotechnology center, an engineering building, a biochemistry building, and what was the fourth one? Oh, I think the Business School, a business building. And Thompson was very proud of that and very pleased with the results of, I think we slightly overmatched; in other words, we paid more than half the cost, but not by much. But he liked it enough that he did it again, and he proposed another program called BIOSTAR. And that was to be four more buildings: a replacement for E.B. Fred Hall, the old microbiology building; an addition to the biotech center, another building for biotechnology; another biochemistry addition; and a sort of ill-defined building called the Interdisciplinary Science Building.

OKAY. 

It was intentionally ill-defined. We had a hunch that there would be a need in the future for something maybe analogous to the Beckman Center at the University of Illinois or something like that that would not be dedicated to any one department or program, like just biotechnology, but rather would be the home for multiple disciplines to come together and work together and interact. Obviously, something like that has no alumni, it’s never existed before. So, our assumption, certainly my assumption, was that the only way we could possibly get the matching funds for that building would be if WARF would put it up. Now, here’s where it gets a little politically tricky. I don’t want to insult the WARF trustees, even though many of the ones that made this decision are now retired or gone from the board, but they surprised us by readily agreeing to provide the match for the first three of those buildings. They came up with, I think it was, $80 million to match $80 million from the state. And at that time, the proposed costs would have been about $160 million for three of the buildings. But they refused to provide any match for the interdisciplinary science building on the grounds that it was too vague and they would be buying a “pig in the poke,” as they put it. And it was impossible to convince them otherwise.

So, as soon as I learned that, I decided that building is vaporware, it’s never going to happen. There’s no donor out there that would help us build it, and so even though the money has been authorized by the state – there’s $50 million sitting there already authorized – we can’t draw on it until we come up with another $50 million and there’s no way we were going to be able to do that. 

Meantime, Governor Thompson moved on and the Medical School proposed another STAR program called HealthStar. In that case, the governor thought, ‘Well, medical schools are rich, so they should match two-thirds instead of one-half, and the state will put up one-third.’ And that went ahead. So, now we had three building programs, each with an acronym ending in STAR. And while the Med School was out raising money for HealthStar, Thompson was chosen to be the Secretary of Health and Human Services by President Bush and Jim Doyle was elected governor. 

And fairly early in his administration, he asked me if we couldn’t define some building that he could put his stamp on, that would be clearly distinguished from the STAR buildings. He said, “I’m sick of hearing of STAR buildings. Everybody knows that’s Thompson’s baby.” And so, what we suggested was that we resurrect that fourth building that was never going to happen, make use of the fact that there was already $50 million authorized but not yet appropriated, and see if we couldn’t find some way to go out and raise money for an appropriately better-defined multidisciplinary building. 

[Timestamp: 10:21]

And at the time, I thought our best chance was probably to make computer science one of the anchor tenants of the building, but to include biotechnology and nanotechnology, as well as information technology, and that maybe John Morgridge would provide $50 million toward the computer science part of that building, and then the state money could provide the other 50 for the other things. So, that was the strategy and the plan. And we floated that with John, and he listened patiently and nodded and said, “Well, there seemed to be some kernels of ideas here, but this isn’t something that I would directly support; it doesn’t quite match what I think probably should be, your priorities.” Donors do that sometimes. And so, we continued to talk about it for the next at least year. I went out to Palo Alto several times and had breakfast or lunch with John and Tashia and we’d talk about this. And gradually, it evolved that they were more interested in something that would be a little more health science-focused and something that would incorporate education and outreach explicitly, the Wisconsin idea and education, especially science and math education. 

Also, John started talking about – and John is on the board of trustees of Stanford University, and he’s very impressed with almost everything Stanford does. He holds them up as an example for us in a lot of areas – and he urged us to come out and visit the Clark Center at Stanford, which we sent a delegation out to do that, and visited a number of other facilities around the country and around the world, I think, to get ideas. Meantime, he thought one of Wisconsin’s strategic disadvantages was that unlike any private university and unlike some public universities, we had no affiliated private research foundation. The importance of “private” being that it would be outside of the control of government, either state or federal, largely outside their control. I mean, there are some things the governments always control, even if you’re private. But he was really stung by the memory of having our state Legislature debate periodically banning all stem cell research on campus. And in fact, they did…they and the feds did restrict stem cell research to the point where WARF rented some off-campus space and put up some money, and private donors put up some money, to enable Jamie Thomson to do work outside of university property, outside of state or federal funding, to continue doing his work while it was impaired by federal and state regulations. 

So, John thought we don’t know when and for what reason things like that may happen again, and it would be really prudent to have a private research arm. So, he is the one who came up with the idea that, well, in addition to just building a building for multidisciplinary research in these three technology areas, maybe we should have two institutes there, one public and one private. And as the discussions got closer and closer to a point where he was ready to say, “Yes, I’m going to help this happen,” the WARF trustees got interested, because he’s on the WARF board, as well.

OKAY.

And they were so – this is sort of an oversimplification – but they were so touched and impressed that the Morgridges were willing to put up $50 million that they then volunteered $50 million. So now, we have $50 million of state money, $50 million of Morgridge money, and $50 million of WARF money to build a building. And that all came to fruition a few years ago.

RIGHT. 

That’s the history of how it came to be.

WAS…SO BY THE TIME THAT JOHN MORGRIDGE WAS ON THE WARF BOARD AND BEING ABLE TO ARTICULATE THIS NEW VISION FOR THE INTERDISCIPLINARY CENTER WITH THE FOCUS ON INFORMATICS, BIOLOGY, NANOTECH, BUT ALSO THAT EDUCATIONAL FOCUS, AND WITH THE PUBLIC-PRIVATE, WAS THE WARF BOARD SIGNIFICANTLY DIFFERENT FROM THE GROUP OF PEOPLE WHO HAD LOOKED AT HIS YEARS EARLIER?

[Timestamp: 15:00]

There was overlap, but there were several new members. Yeah. 

OKAY.

And I honestly don’t remember whether John was a member of the board when they first refused to provide any matching for that building. He may or may not have been, I can’t remember. 

OKAY.

But let me just point out the politically sensitive aspects of what I just told you.

SURE.

First, Governor Thompson did not like to be reminded that WISTAR was the university’s idea which he adopted. He wanted to take full ownership of it. And he’d correct…anytime someone said that it was Donna’s idea or Dave Beckwith’s idea or the university’s idea, he corrected them and said, “No, it was my idea.” And we were happy to let him do that, and we were very careful in our language, for as long as he was governor, anyway. 

Secondly, I’m sure Governor Doyle would not like to have me reveal that he was unhappy to have so many Thompson era buildings thrown in his face and that he wanted one that he could take credit for. I don’t blame him at all for that. I think it’s perfectly natural and perfectly understandable. But I remember that meeting very clearly, and that is what he said [laughs].

OKAY. YEAH.

And, thirdly, the WARF trustees, I think, made a strategic mistake when they didn’t match the original multidisciplinary science building. We would already have something like WID and it would have been in operation for several years now if they had done it in the first place. But that was their judgment at the time.

FAIR ENOUGH. SO, THAT WAS A REALLY GOOD HISTORY OF THE BEHIND-THE-SCENES STORY. I APPRECIATE THAT. AND IT’S TOUCHED ON SOME OF THE OTHER QUESTIONS I WANTED TO ASK YOU, AS WELL. THE SECOND QUESTION WAS: WHAT WERE THE BIG-PICTURE REASONS FOR ESTABLISHING THE INSTITUTES, AND I THINK YOU’VE GONE THROUGH THAT AS YOU’VE KIND OF TALKED ABOUT SOME OF THE BEHIND-THE-SCENES. SO, LET ME COME BACK TO THAT STORY OR TO THE OTHER THINGS THAT WERE GOING ON AT THE TIME. 

WE HAVE A LIST OF PEOPLE WHO WERE OFFICIALLY INVOLVED IN DEVELOPING THE IDEA FOR THE INSTITUTES; WE’VE TALKED TO A LOT OF THEM. BESIDES THE PEOPLE YOU’VE JUST MENTIONED AS YOU’VE TALKED ME THROUGH SOME OF THE BACK HISTORY, WHO ELSE WAS REALLY INFLUENTIAL IN THE EARLY STAGES THAT YOU HAVEN’T MENTIONED ALREADY?

In the early stages.

YEAH. AND THAT CAN BE COMING UP WITH THE IDEA OR ONCE THE IDEA WAS AGREED UPON, ONCE THE MONEY WAS COMMITTED, AT ANY POINT OF THE PROCESS UP TO TODAY, REALLY, IS FINE.

Well, certainly, some folks in the foundation. Sandy Wilcox himself. I believe Walt Keough was involved at one point or at several points. Other foundation vice presidents and fundraisers helped arrange the meetings with the Morgridges and helped us write some of the case materials that we took to them for consideration, that sort of thing. They were very important. Alan Fish was important in – he’s the director of facilities, planning, and management, or associate vice chancellor for facilities – he was very important, particularly after Jim Doyle became governor because his wife was Governor Doyle’s chief of staff – is Governor Doyle’s chief of staff. And so, he had a good entrée to the governor’s office, although he used it very sensitively and sparingly. There were lots and lots of people involved at one stage or another. 

One of the other frustrations we had, which I might as well tell you – another politically sensitive point –

as soon as the Interdisciplinary Science Building was mentioned, the biologists on campus, and particularly the neuroscientists, of which there are 80 or a hundred, assumed that that would be their building. And they not only assumed, they lobbied hard. They wanted me to put together a committee of neuroscientists to plan the building. That was when I was provost. And later, I became chancellor, and at one point Peter Spear, who himself is a neuroscientist, was my provost. 

RIGHT.

Peter initially held firm and refused to appoint a committee to start planning the building, but eventually, he came to me and said the pressure was too great. He needed to give them their head and let them do it. There was an existing group called the Biological Sciences Planning Advisory Committee. That was the formal mechanism that they came as that group to ask us for permission to plan the building. So, he did let them do that, which, as I knew it would, confirmed in their minds that this was going to be their building. 

[Timestamp: 20:04]

When we got serious about WID and MIR in our discussions with the Morgridges, two things became clear. One was that John wanted the MIR, the private research institute, to be a formally incorporated 501(c) 3 medical research foundation dedicated to serving the interests of the university, but strictly focused on medical research. They are incorporated that way, and under IRS rules to be a nonprofit medical research foundation, they cannot do research in any other field. All of their work has to be medically-focused and oriented. They quickly hired a director, Santgae Kim, and the board and Kim picked their theme areas, of which neuroscience was not one. They picked regenerative medicine, virology, biomedical instrumentation as their major thrusts, and Sang himself is leading a group to do work on drug discovery, based on the bioinformatics. 

I think at that point, many of the neuroscientists assumed then that WID would be focused on neuroscience. But, I decided we couldn’t. On this campus, you can’t just make a decision like that without involving a broad range of faculty. And so, rather than just go ahead and assume that it would be a biology or more specifically neuroscience facility, we had a competition. We invited groups all over campus to submit their ideas. And we got a couple dozen and eventually narrowed it down to five. I think there’s some residual unhappiness in various placed on campus about all of that decision-making and the ultimate fact that neuroscience is not formally a part of WID or MIR. 

DO YOU THINK THAT THAT WILL…THAT RELATIONSHIP WILL EVOLVE OVER TIME, I MEAN, WITH THE POSITION THAT THE INSTITUTES ARE MEANT TO SERVE AS A CROSSING POINT AND A CENTRAL POINT OF FOCUS ON CAMPUS, WILL THE NEUROSCIENTISTS THAT YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT, DO YOU THINK THEY’LL GET MORE INVOLVED IN WHAT’S GOING ON THERE?

Oh, I think they’ll be involved. What they want is a central, high-profile place with the name “Neuroscience” written over the door.

YEAH.

Involvement isn’t the issue, it’s ownership of space and prestige and identifiability and turf. And so, I don’t believe it will ever evolve to that. But I do believe it’s a very strong and very good group of scientists on campus. They should have space of their own and a building of their own at some point; it’s just that they were extraordinarily impatient for this to be the one, and it didn’t evolve that way.

YEAH. IT’S INTERESTING BECAUSE YOU MENTIONED THE BECKMAN INSTITUTE AT ILLINOIS EARLY ON AS ONE OF THE MODELS THAT FOLKS WERE LOOKING TO TO TALK ABOUT WHAT AN INTERDISCIPLINARY INSTITUTE MIGHT MEAN. AND WERE THE NEUROSCIENTISTS KIND OF SEEING THAT AS A MODEL, GIVEN THAT THAT’S MUCH MORE CLOSELY ALIGNED TO THEIR…?

I think that they were so hungry for their own building that they didn’t care what the model was.

OKAY. OKAY. 

And, by the way, the Beckman Institute originally was conceived as a building that would be sort of itinerant – you’d move in, be there for a few years, and move out.

OKAY. 

They discovered…I suspect that every single tenant of that building today was one of the original tenants. I don’t think they ever had any great flux of programs in and out, partly because once you’ve moved your lab, the space you occupied before quickly gets used up by someone else and there’s no place to move back to.

YEAH. THERE’S A LOT OF INERTIA, I GUESS, ONCE SOMEONE OCCUPIES A SPACE.

Yeah. So, we’ve talked about whether we should try to make it an itinerant building or sort of a condo – no, that’s not a good word, I’ll tell you why in a minute – but we decided, no, we would just pick five very general themes that would have a very long lifetime as viable research areas and assume that they would evolve over time, and that’s how change would take place, not by formally moving people out and moving other people in. The reason I shouldn’t have said “condo” is because, in fact, the building itself is a condo, legally. WARF owns it and WID and MIR are the tenants; we even have a condo association fee. 

JUST TO MAKE IT…

Yeah, make it legal.

OKAY. WELL, THAT LEADS INTO THE NEXT QUESTION I WANTED TO ASK YOU AS WELL…AND, AGAIN, I KNOW THIS IS SOMETHING YOU’VE BEEN ASKED IN A LOT OF CIRCUMSTANCES AND WE’VE TALKED ABOUT A LITTLE BIT. WHAT WOULD IT MEAN, FROM YOUR POINT, IN YOUR MIND, FROM YOUR POINT OF VIEW, FOR THE WISCONSIN INSTITUTES FOR DISCOVERY TO BE SUCCESSFUL? AND I HAVE A NUMBER OF VARIATIONS ON THAT QUESTION, BUT I KIND OF WANT TO POSE THE QUESTION IN A VERY OPEN-ENDED WAY TO YOU FIRST.

[Timestamp: 25:25]

Well, first of all, I’ll say what will constitute a lack of success.

OKAY.

If ten years from now or fifteen years from now people believe and with any degree of justification that WID, that what constitutes WID is what’s going on within its walls, it will have been a failure. WID is…remember that all five of the themes that were chosen were proposed by fairly large groups, but only one member of each group actually moves in to the building; the others stay behind where they are in their current lab space. So, already, WID is sort of the hub of a network that stretches out across campus in all sorts of departments and colleges. That won’t change. And so to the extent that WID becomes a catalyst to launch more research programs, whether they’re in the building or not, that wouldn’t have existed in the absence of WID, that will be one big measure of success. 

Other measures will be when the WID-MIR complex becomes widely known and understood and believed right around the state to be a hub of activity for science and math education: a place where high school and middle school teachers go to get updated or learn the latest or see what’s going on; a place that is visited by people from across campus to learn something about the excitement of the work in these areas. That will be another measure of success. 

Helping the campus remain competitive in getting large grants or any grants, whether they’re federal or private, federal or non-federal, will be another measure. And, finally, I hope and expect that WID and MIR will contribute to the growing spirit or culture of entrepreneurism on campus. We can now count about over 300 companies in and around Dane County that spun out of the university. Most of those were the product of faculty and senior staff entrepreneurial ideas and company ideas. We only have a couple thousand faculty; we’ve got 40,000 students. And so, I have high hopes that as students become more entrepreneurial, we’ll have more and more companies coming out of the university started by students. And we already see it. We’ve got a lot right now in the pipeline, dozens, including some very successful ones already. I think the contribution to local, state, regional economic development could be stunning, and I hope it is. 

WAS THAT SOMETHING THAT WAS TALKED ABOUT EXPLICITLY IN THAT DESIGN PROCESS?

Yes. Yes. Absolutely. In fact, there’s some space set aside in the building that will be used as sort of shared space for people who are involved in advising startup companies, whether it’s venture capitalists or attorneys or seasoned high-tech startup executives who might be available to serve as CEO’s or chief operating officers of new companies, to get them launched. So, we expect to have a lot of interaction within the walls of the building with those sorts of people.

SO, LET ME TURN THE QUESTION AROUND, THEN. YOU’VE GIVEN ME A COUPLE OF REALLY GOOD AND LARGELY UNIQUE MEASURES OF SUCCESS FOR THIS EXPERIMENT. SO, WHAT ARE THE MOST SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGES THAT NEED TO BE OVERCOME FOR THE INSTITUTE TO SUCCEED ON THOSE MEASURES: FOR CATALYZING RESEARCH, FOR BEING A HUB OF ACTIVITY FOR SCIENCE AND MATH EDUCATION, FOR BEING…HELPING THE INSTITUTION BE COMPETITIVE IN THE LARGE GRANTS, AND FOR THE ENTREPRENEURIAL SPINOFF, WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES YOU SEE?

[Timestamp: 29:38]

Well, I don’t think we know yet. I mean, the simplistic answer is budget. Almost all of those things.

WELL, IT’S AN IMPORTANT ANSWER, THOUGH.

Costs…costs, money. Governor Doyle was very generous and gave us a good budget, a good startup budget for the first two years, and a good ongoing, operating budget, assuming it holds in subsequent biennia and legislatures and governors. But it’s the nature of research and it’s the nature of discovery that there’s no natural upper bound to the amount of money you can use productively. No matter how big the budget is, you could always do more if you had more resources. And so, if there ever comes a time when a director of WID or a WID investigator says, “We have enough money,” that’s someone who simply doesn’t have enough imagination [laughs]. 

OKAY. 

Or enough people. Or enough space. Or enough anything else.

RIGHT. RIGHT.

I’ve come over the years to think of time and money as being almost exactly interchangeable. The more money you have, the more space you have, the more resources you have, in general, the faster you can do things. If you’re more patient and willing to wait, you can eventually get there on a smaller budget. The problem in science is that exciting ideas have a finite lifetime before someone else beats you to them. So, there’s always this feeling of urgency, that we have to really get going on this or we’re going to be shut out. 

SO, IN THIS PROCESS AS THE INSTITUTES UNFOLD AND BECOME A CROSSROADS FOR THE CAMPUS AND FOR PEOPLE AROUND THE STATE, AS A LOT OF OTHER UNIVERSITIES ARE GOING TO BE WATCHING WHAT WE’RE DOING, AND IN THAT SORT OF COMPETITIVE MIX, RIGHT, TRYING TO GET THERE FIRST, THERE ARE A LOT OF OTHER PEOPLE WHO ARE GOING TO BE LOOKING AT WHAT THE INSTITUTES DO, PEOPLE AT THE UNIVERSITY LEVEL, THE STATE, THE GENERAL PUBLIC, WHAT DO YOU THINK THOSE GROUPS WOULD SEE AS SUCCESS? WHEN WE’RE TALKING, WHEN WE’RE SPEAKING TO THOSE OUTSIDE PUBLICS, WHAT DO YOU THINK THEY’RE LOOKING FOR?

Oh, I think exciting breakthrough developments. Something…I don’t want to overemphasize this, but something analogous to stem cells, isolating human embryonic stem cells; or being the first to develop an artificial retina that actually works; or new algorithms that dramatically enhance cyber-security; or combinations of those three. New biomedical instrumentation that advances the field the way the DNA chips that were developed by…what was the name of the company? I’m not remembering it. Franco Cerrina and Michael Sussman started a company that produced a DNA chip that was, I think, something like 10,000 times faster than what was on the market at the time. 

OKAY.

Or TomoTherapy, that machine was unique when it was first announced. So, new breakthroughs in biomedical instrumentation. Home healthcare delivery is one of our themes. I think Patti Brennan has some very interesting ideas that could have a huge impact on healthcare costs and healthcare quality in the future. So, I think people will be looking for headline type results to come out of the institute or that are attributed to the institute.

YEAH. I’M CURIOUS, GIVEN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TIME AND RESOURCES AND THE NATURE OF THE RESEARCH ENTERPRISE, HOW…WHAT KIND OF TIME SCALE, I GUESS, WOULD YOU ENVISION FOR THESE KINDS OF SUCCESSES, ANNOUNCEMENTS, BREAKTHROUGHS CONNECTED TO THE INSTITUTES? I MEAN, ARE WE LOOKING TOWARDS FIVE YEARS, TEN YEARS, TWENTY YEARS?

Yeah. 

YEAH! KEEP IT GOING.

Let me just…this might be an aside, but I’ll tell you that when I first graduated in ’68 and went to Bell Telephone Laboratories, one of the first projects I was assigned to was to work on these little laboratory curiosities called light emitting diodes. And sometimes they worked and sometimes they didn’t. We didn’t understand them very well, so, therefore, we didn’t know how to improve them. The reason we were working on it was to replace the filament light bulbs in operator switchboards. Do you remember telephone operators and switchboards?

OH, YES. I’VE STUDIED THEM.

Yeah. By the time the LED’s were really commercializable and Western Electric was producing them by the millions – by the way, they only came in red at that time, but toward the end of my work on LEDs we were doing some green ones – but by the time they were ready to hit the market, there were no operators and no switchboards. All switching of the telephone traffic was done by computers. So, they never got used for their main developmental application, and that was probably a, hmm, 10-15 year period between starting to work on them in the lab and hoping to apply them but it was too late.

[Timestamp: 35:27]

RIGHT.

You could say the same thing about the laser. It came out of work on fundamental atomic physics, nothing to do with any of the myriad applications for lasers today. Nobody figured it would be a huge industry. It was a lab curiosity. So, if anyone tells you they can predict when breakthroughs will occur or how they will benefit us, they’re whistling in the wind.

THAT’S FAIR. I GUESS WHAT I’M DRIVING AT WITH THE QUESTION IS MORE A NOTION OF ARE THERE EXTERNAL EXPECTATIONS OR PUBLIC EXPECTATIONS FOR A VERY PROMINENT INSTITUTE LIKE THIS, I MEAN FOR THOSE KINDS OF…THE NEXT STEPS?

I suspect there are. And the five WID PIs have already discussed this a little bit; each one of the groups is thinking about – see, they’re not starting from a standing stop.

RIGHT.

They’ve already been working in these areas, and they’ve already been thinking about them for some time. And so, they’re now thinking about: What are going to be our early announcements or our early successes or breakthroughs? 

DO YOU THINK, FROM YOUR POSITION WATCHING THESE TEAMS GO THROUGH THE PROCESS – THE SELECTION PROCESS AND THEN GET CHOSEN, GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER, AND COMING TO TERMS WITH WHAT IT’S GOING TO MEAN TO HAVE THE TEAM LEADERS IN THE BUILDING, TO HAVE THE TEAMS SORT OF PERFORMING THE RESEARCH IN A VERY PUBLIC WAY – DO YOU GET A SENSE THAT IT’S CHANGING THEIR PLANS FOR HOW THEY’RE GOING TO CONDUCT THEIR RESEARCH OR WHAT KINDS OF QUESTIONS THEY’RE GOING TO PURSUE, WHEN? DO YOU SEE ANY EFFECTS OF SORT OF BEING INVOLVED IN THIS, EVEN AT THIS POINT?

Well, I see a sort of spirit of “we’re all in this together” emerging. We’ve been meeting as a group every two weeks for the last year, and they, most of them didn’t know each other to begin with, but they’ve become…they’ve really bonded. And I think there are already quite a number of projects they’ve been thinking about or talking about that will be done jointly among themselves and between them and WID investigators…I mean, MIR investigators, the Morgridge Institute. So, all of these are questions on their mind, I just can’t give you specific timetables. 

UM-HMM. DON’T WORRY, I’M NOT GOING TO PIN YOU DOWN TO “I NEED A DISCOVERY IN THREE YEARS, JOHN, AND YOU’RE GOING ON THE RECORD.”

There will be a discovery in three years, I just don’t know what it’ll be.

I THINK WE’VE WORKED OUR WAY THROUGH THE WHOLE QUESTION LIST. I JUST WANT TO DOUBLE-CHECK THAT I DIDN’T MISS ANYTHING AND SEE IF THERE’S ANYTHING I WANTED TO ASK YOU AS A FOLLOW-UP REAL QUICK. BECAUSE I PROMISED TO BE DONE IN AN HOUR, AND WE’RE AT ABOUT 35 MINUTES. 

I GUESS THE ONE…TWO MORE QUESTIONS I WANT TO ASK YOU. THE ONE BASED ON WHAT WE’VE TALKED ABOUT SO FAR, AND THIS IS GOING TO SOUND A LITTLE REPETITIVE, BUT I THINK IT GETS TO A REALLY INTERESTING POINT THAT WE’RE WRESTLING WITH WITH A LOT OF…AND SEEING IN A LOT OF THESE ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWS.

FROM THE STORY WE’VE BEEN TALKING ABOUT, THE WID AND MIR EXPERIMENT IS BOTH SORT OF SOMETHING THAT A LOT OF PEOPLE REALIZED WOULD BE A GOOD THING TO DO AND HAD A HAND IN SHAPING FOR A LONG PERIOD OF TIME, IN A SORT OF…IN A SENSE OF WHAT YOU LEFT ME WITH A LITTLE WHILE AGO, GET THE RESOURCES TOGETHER AND YOU CAN KIND OF TURN MONEY AND RESOURCES INTO TIME, YOU CAN GET THE RESEARCHERS DOING WHAT THEY ARE MEANT TO DO AND PAID TO DO AND TRAINED TO DO WITH THE BEST SUPPORT POSSIBLE, AND GOOD THINGS WILL COME FROM THAT. YOU KNOW, MAYBE IN A YEAR, MAYBE IN 20 YEARS, BUT GOOD THINGS WILL COME FROM THAT. SO, IN A SENSE, IT’S TALKING ABOUT FINDING AN OPTIMAL WAY TO GET THE RESOURCES TOGETHER TO DO WHAT WE’RE DOING ANYWAY IN KIND OF OTHER REALMS AND OTHER SITUATIONS WITH OTHER LEVELS OF RESOURCES AND OTHER LEVELS OF PUBLIC EXPOSURE. 

ANOTHER SENSE OF THE INSTITUTES THAT WE’VE TALKED ABOUT IS THAT IT REALLY IS SOMETHING NEW, SOMETHING THAT IT TOOK A WHILE FOR PEOPLE TO “GET IT,” THE NOTION THAT THERE WOULD BE SOMETHING INTERDISCIPLINARY, THERE’D BE A PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP, THERE’D BE THIS REAL PUSH FOR THE ENTREPRENEURIAL CONNECTION TO A LOT OF THESE DISCOVERIES, GET THEM OUT INTO THE MARKETPLACE. 

SO, I GUESS THE QUESTION I’M LOOKING FOR IS WHAT’S THE BIGGEST THING ABOUT THE INSTITUTES THAT’S UNCONVENTIONAL, THAT’S NEW, THAT’S NOT JUST SCIENCE AS USUAL IN A PUBLIC PLACE, OR SCIENCE AS USUAL WITH A STATE-OF-THE-ART FACILITY, THAT KIND OF THING?

[Timestamp: 40:35]

Well, I’ll tell you how I think about it, and I haven’t shared this with anybody else or not very many people, and I don’t believe I’ve ever said it publicly. I spent most of my career in what would be identified as interdisciplinary work. I was a chair of the material science program, which brought together chemists and physicists and engineers on problems that weren’t clearly in the domain of any one of them but required different kinds of expertise coming together to solve. So, material science, you could say, is inherently interdisciplinary. 

Biotechnology, meantime, across campus, was going through something like that. They were bringing together geneticists and biochemists and chemists and others, engineers, to explore biology at a very fundamental level, almost atomic and molecular level. 

Information technology was become an identified interdisciplinary field, bringing together computer scientists and mathematicians and philosophers and statisticians and engineers, again, to push our ability to process information and do computation. 

Nanotechnology was evolving mostly in schools of engineering and in physics departments, but involved clearly physicists, chemists, engineers using the techniques that had been devised for making integrated circuits to make other kinds of things, physical objects, little machines. And when I say “little,” I mean microscopic-sized machines. 

So, you could call any one of those – nanotechnology, information technology, biotechnology, materials science, lots of others – interdisciplinary fields. Environmental science is another example. So, rather than thinking of WID as just one more interdisciplinary research center, I think of it as almost meta-interdisciplinary. 

OKAY.

It brings together three otherwise also already interdisciplinary fields and focuses work at the intersections, where they’re coming together and converging. I don’t think anyone has ever quite thought of it that way or focused on it that way, but that, to me, was the fundamental concept of WID from the beginning. 

By the way, neuroscience, I mentioned earlier, neuroscience also is an interdisciplinary field. But to the best of my knowledge, this is the first time that any university or other organization has explicitly tried to pull together three different interdisciplinary technology areas and focused on their overlaps.

RIGHT. OKAY.

In fact, in our request for proposals, we told people that their proposals had to involve at least two and preferably all three of those technologies. 

THAT’S A GOOD THING TO REMEMBER, ACTUALLY, THAT IT’S ACTUALLY BEING INSTANTIATED IN THE PROPOSAL PROCESS IN THE WAY THE PROJECT IS DESIGNED.

Yeah. Now, I’m sure you’re gathering all of the written materials and documentary evidence.

YES.

Yeah. Because I know Sherry turned over our files to someone, or let them come in and examine them, whatever.

YEAH. I THINK WE’VE BEEN DOING A LOT OF XEROXING AND SCANNING, HAVING THE GRAD STUDENTS WORK ON THAT. AND THERE MAY BE A POINT WHERE I COME TO YOU AND ASK FOR SOME MORE SPECIFICS ON THAT, AS WELL.

WE’VE WORKED OUR WAY THROUGH ALL THE PLANNED QUESTIONS THAT I HAVE. AND I WANT TO MAKE SURE THAT I GIVE YOU A CHANCE TO, BASED ON WHAT WE’VE DISCUSSED OVER THE LAST HALF-HOUR, 40 MINUTES, IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE THAT YOU’D WANT TO MENTION THAT FITS IN WITH WHAT WE’VE BEEN DISCUSSING?

Well, maybe just one thing. I think I mentioned that neuroscientists might still be a little stunned and unhappy over the whole history that I recited. There are other groups on campus who also were less than wildly enthusiastic about this. And one thing that I did not mention when I talked about the establishment of WID and the selection process for picking themes is that the request for proposals also asked the proposers to talk about in their proposal how they would make sure that the arts and humanities and social sciences were incorporated and included in the research plan of their theme area. Not just as something tacked on for show, but something that was an important part of the research. And they all did that. 

[Timestamp: 45:39]

That also is new and different, and it remains to be seen how well it works. But I suspect that right around the campus, there are…you would not be hard-pressed to find faculty who would say: This WID-MIR thing is a big diversion of WARF funds away from all of the rest of us and into a small self-interested group that’s getting a nice, new building. So, it probably wouldn’t be hard to find that attitude.

OKAY.

I’ve heard it.

YEAH. 

And I can only tell you that Santgae Kim, the director of MIR, is extraordinarily sensitive to that and so am I. And I don’t know who the next director will be, I’m just the interim director to help get this thing started, but I think an important selection criterion should be a sensitivity to making sure that neither WID nor MIR is a drain on the campus, rather, more specifically, a net asset to the campus, to the whole campus, including the arts and humanities and social sciences. 

And I’ll say this, too. These are very powerful technologies. No one can predict where they’ll lead, but in physics, we have a saying: Anything that’s not forbidden is mandatory. And so, pretty much anything you can imagine, if it doesn’t involve violating a law of nature, will happen; not may happen, not could happen, but will happen, including some pretty awful things. And one of the reasons for being so keen on making sure the social scientists were involved – I mean philosophers and lawyers and ethicists and sociologists, and so on, historians – is to make sure that we think ahead when we see the directions of certain technologies and try to anticipate not only what great, beneficial things we could do but what negative down sides there could be and do our part to help shape the legal and regulatory climate and environment within which those things get rolled out. So, that’s going to be an important role for WID and MIR.

IT STRIKES ME THAT THAT’S SOMETHING NEW AS WELL.

It is. And as far as the visual and performing arts, a lot of us who were involved in the early stages of WID and MIR recognized and believed firmly that the great sources of “aha” type creativity are basically just three: mathematics, music, and art. And if you think about it, they…mathematics, mathematicians are the masters of relationships and deductions, formalization of reasoning and so on; musicians, the masters of time sequences; and artists, the masters of spatial relationships. The same…according to neuroscience research, the same parts of the brain are involved in those three activities, and so we wanted to make…and I’ve noticed, by the way, when I go to concerts or go to the Chazen Museum, it’s…you usually can spot almost a voting majority of our best scientists there. I mean, it’s amazing how many of them are either themselves artists or musicians or take inspiration from music and art. And they’ll tell you that. So, we wanted to make sure that the place was a vibrant, lively, creative space for music and art as well as science, even though we didn’t think it would be productive to devote lab and office space directly to that, but rather to make it a welcoming environment where these kinds of things go on. That’s what the whole first floor is about. 

SOUNDS GOOD. WELL, THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR WORKING THROUGH THIS INTERVIEW. I’M GOING TO TURN THE RECORDING DEVICES OFF AT THIS TIME.

[End of audio and end of interview at 49:53.]

