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AFL: So, we’re here today, it’s Tuesday the 28th of February 2013, at the Wellcome 
Trust. 

JT: Two-thousand-and - 

AFL: 2017! <Laughs> 2017. We’re at the Wellcome Trust in London. This interview is 
part of the oral histories project of the EMBL Archive and my name is Anne-Flore 
Laloë and I am the archivist at the European Molecular Biology Laboratory. Now, 
please would you introduce yourself?  

JT: My name is John Tooze and I used to work for EMBO and in part for EMBL, but I 
left both those institutions in December 1993.  

AFL: OK. So we’re here today to talk about the development of EMBO and later EMBL, 
so before we do that can you just tell us a bit about what you were doing before 
you got involved with both of those institutions?  

JT: Yes, I was … in 1965 I got my PhD in London and went to do a two-year post-doc 
in Jim Watson’s lab in Harvard. I came back to King’s College London, that’s where 
I’d done my PhD, and within a very few months I was recruited by John Maddox, 
the Deputy Editor of Nature. I was not happy doing lab science frankly. So that 
carried on and then John Maddox and the owners of Nature, in those days 
Macmillan Press, which was in those days owned by the family of Prime Minister 
Macmillan of Britain, they fell out and so he was going to quit and so I thought I’d 
probably look around, and coincidentally Michael Stoker had moved from the 
Institute of Biology in Glasgow to be Director of Imperial Cancer Research Fund, 
which had labs in Lincolns Inn Fields. And I knew Michael because of contacts with 
the virologists whilst I was working in Nature, and he said did I want to come and 
help him at ICRF, I could have a small lab if I wanted but to help recruit and 
change the institute because it had been fundamentally an institute of … chemical 
carcinogenesis people, who were not making much progress in the 1970s, and 
Michael was convinced the real way to get to grips with cancer was through tumour 
viruses, so the aim was to transform ICRF from a, I’d call it conventional chemical 
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carcinogenesis institute, to a tumour virology institute. So I was there and I did that 
– I guess I went there in ’69 – and then in early ’73 <chuckles> Michael Stoker 
pointed out to me that EMBO, of which I really had not much knowledge, were 
looking to recruit a new Executive Secretary, because Raymond Appleyard, the 
existing executive secretary who worked for Euratom, was going to become one of 
the Directors General that Britain got when it joined the Common Market in those 
days, and so he was going to give up the job. Britain duly joined the Common 
Market, Appleyard duly got his Director Generalship, so they knew that he was 
going to resign, so Michael said, ‘That’s an interesting job. Why don’t you apply?’ 
So I thought about it and I thought well, why not? I mean if your boss is telling you 
to apply for a job it probably makes sense to do it! 

 So I applied, and I went for an interview in Brussels. I was interviewed by John 
Kendrew and Niels Jerne. Niels Jerne was president of EMBO Council at the time 
and John Kendrew was Secretary General. So to cut a long story short they offered 
me the job, but John pointed out that the job was not in Brussels, in the long-term it 
would be in Heidelberg. So I talked to my family and we thought about it and so I 
said OK, I’ll take it. So in June of 1973 I became the Executive Secretary of EMBO 
and I moved, I didn’t move but I commuted to Brussels and learnt from Appleyard 
what the job was all about, and from Appleyard’s staff, who were also community 
or part-time staff, none of whom wanted to move to Heidelberg, so I recruited 
another person, a Belgian lady who knew that we would be moving shortly – 
Catherine Lagasse was her name – moving to Heidelberg. <5:00> So this is June 
’73 – November ’73 we moved from Heidelberg, took the office, what archive there 
was and all the rest of it, and transferred the EMBO office to an office in the ground 
floor of the Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum in Heidelberg, where John 
Kendrew also had his office and Frieda Leenart as she then was went with John 
and I took Catherine Lagasse and that was basically the whole setup.  

AFL: And so at that time what did the job of Executive Secretary involve? 

JT: Right, so at that time the job of Executive Secretary was basically managing the 
execution of four programmes: short-term fellowships, long-term fellowships, 
EMBO courses, EMBO workshops. There was no EMBO journal and no young 
investigators, just those four things essentially. And providing all the … so John 
was Executive Secretary of EMBO and also Project Leader of the EMBL Project as 
it then was, and my job was to prepare documents for the meeting of the European 
Molecular Biology Conference, the two meetings a year, which was the 
intergovernmental body which funded all the EMBO programme and also provided 
John with the funds to develop the laboratory programme. So that’s what that 
involved, and it was sort of bizarre because the EMBC runs in three official 
languages, just like the European Community or like CERN in Geneva, but on a 
trivial budget by comparison to all of those things, but nonetheless you’d have 
official minute writers, official translators, interpreters, simultaneously translation 
interpretation. So all the documents had to be produced in three languages and 
three different coloured papers and all the rest of it, because you know particularly 
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the French are very twitchy about … they still can’t reconcile themselves to the fact 
that French is no longer the universal diplomatic language and that stopped in 
about 1918 I guess. 

 So that’s what that job involved, and it then meant organising the committees, the 
course and workshop committees, which were twice a year, and the long-term 
fellowship committees also twice a year. It also involved managing, but not doing 
the count of, that was what John did, the EMBO membership elections.  

AFL: So can you tell us a bit about the EMBO membership? 

JT: What can I tell you about the EMBO membership? Well the EMBO members, in 
those times the membership was much smaller than it is now. The whole thing 
began by a group of guys, 50 of them in Ravello, they were all self-appointed, they 
started the organisation and they were very luminous group of people. These were 
lots of heavyweights, lots of Nobel Prize winners, and elections were held and the 
number of candidates was … everything was much smaller than now so my 
recollection is, you’d have to check the archive but maybe at most 20 people a 
year got elected, at most, and obviously the people who were nominated were 
often working in the fields of the people who were already members, because 
that’s what happens in elective societies. You say who would be a good person to 
join this organisation and you think well, x, he works in my field, he does damn 
good work, let’s put him up. So there has always been a problem in EMBO in my 
time as Executive Secretary and I know subsequently, of how do you get emerging 
fields represented in the membership? So when I was there over the 20 years I 
was there, plant molecular biology was for a while one of the Cinderella subjects 
that everybody felt one had to make special concerted effort to get some plant 
molecular biology. And neurobiologist and Jean-Pierre Changeux has always 
maintained, and rightly, to his, he isn’t dead yet but to his breath he will maintain 
that EMBO has missed out on neurobiology and brain science.  

 So that was what I did. In terms of EMBL history a memorable occasion was, so 
EMBL was a special project of EMBC, it was a special project because not all the 
member states of EMBC, and in those days when I first joined I think there were 
probably 13 of them, Belgium <10:00> wasn’t a full member state because they 
wouldn’t ratify the agreement, so they were represented by the Fonds National, the 
Belgian Research Council, but the Belgian government … and there’s a long 
history to that because the Belgians had wanted an international lab founded on 
Belgian territory, preferably in Brussels, and had put up a counterproposal to the 
EMBL proposal, which had failed, and no one had supported it, and the Belgian 
government said, ‘In which case we won’t join EMBC either.’ But they paid a full 
due but they were not technically able to vote, but that changed I think in the end, 
but for a long time Belgian government … but then the Belgian government can 
seldom agree on anything because of their Flemish-Walloon split. So John was the 
leader of the special project and for it to become a reality it needed, I think there 
were ten member states going into it, it needed to secure 70% of its budget, i.e. 



 

5 

 

enough of those ten member states agree to support it for their contributions, 
judged on net national income factor costs, to get to 70%. So Britain had agreed, 
France had agreed, I think Italy had probably agreed, no France hadn’t agreed, 
Germany had agreed. They needed France and the French were discussing it, and 
at the EMBC Council meeting in June of ’74, and this I do remember vividly, in the 
Max Planck-Hörsaal in Berliner Straße just off, near the Max Planck Institute there, 
which we used in those days to hold the council meetings because we had 
electronic bits and bobs so you have simultaneous interpretation and so on. There 
was a coffee break and the French delegate, Monsieur Alline was his name, who 
eventually became French Ambassador in Algeria I think, or somewhere in South 
America, one or the other. He went out and then he came in at 11 o’clock, the end 
of the coffee break, walked to the front and said, ‘There’s a special announcement 
I have to make. France has ratified the treaty.’ So from that moment, the EMBL 
had independent legal existence. 

 So that was the start of EMBL in the formal legal sense. 

AFL: The birth date. 

JT: The birth date. 

AFL: So I believe that was the 4th of July – 

JT: Sorry, July, yeah. 

AFL: Yeah, 4th July 1974. 

JT: American independence day. 

AFL: Absolutely.  

JT: They should have delayed it till the 14th of July! 

AFL: <Laughs> So one question that maybe you can help me try and understand, the 
decision to have EMBL as a separate entity, and not a special project or not a 
continued association of EMBO, is that something that you know anything about? 

JT: I think the decision was twofold. First of all not all the member states wished to 
participate in EMBL so that was … I think also there was always a tension between 
… well if EMBL were to exist, its budget would be at least one order of magnitude 
greater than the EMBC budget given to EMBO for courses, workshops and 
fellowships. And there had always been tension, or there had developed tension 
between Appleyard, my predecessor, and John Kendrew, because Ray Appleyard 
was convinced that establishing EMBL would in effect financially castrate the 
development of EMBC, because there would be a finite budget, and if a big chunk 
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went to the lab, the chances are that the EMBC would never be allowed to develop 
as far as it might if EMBL did not exist.  

 So ... what did you ask me? 

AFL: The decision to separate EMBL from EMBC. 

JT: I think there was always the view that they were separate concepts. I think that the 
EMBL concept, when it was first started, the first discussion of an EMBL concept, 
was in the late sixties, and they had a whole series of projects and I mean Francis 
Crick proposed this mega-mouse project, they should just all work on mice and 
analyse mice till we knew all about it. In the days before DNA sequencing and DNA 
cloning and amplification, that wasn’t easy. In the end, well what I’ve been told by 
both John and Jim Watson is <15:00> that the notion of an EMBL began with a 
conversation with Leo Szilard in CERN at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
when Szilard left New York ‘cause he was convinced it was going to get attacked 
by the Russians with atom bombs, and had gone to meet his friend Weisskopf, 
who was then the Director of CERN, but Szilard said in a conversation to Kendrew 
and Watson, ‘You know, what you molecular biologists need to do is organise and 
get yourself something like CERN.’ Now CERN, of course, was a massive physical 
facility and I think what the molecular biologists said is yeah, we probably need 
that, but we also need much simpler things like fellowships, courses and 
workshops. And so there was this tension and I think one of the problems for 
EMBL, especially in the early days, was to convince national scientists that it 
wasn’t simply going to be a straight competitor to exactly what they did. So initially 
it had a programme of, it was heavy in instrumentation, and to give John Kendrew 
great credit, and Ken Holmes, use of synchrotron radiation for determination of 
biological structure, which was being done in the Deutsches Elektronen-
Synchrotron DESY in Hamburg. And John had plans that never worked out for 
there to be a neutron diffraction facility at Institut Laue-Langevin in Grenoble in 
France, which was owned by the French Atomic Energy Authority, access to that 
site was murderous. You had to go through layer upon layer of security and then 
the neutron beam failed, so it never really got off. But the notion was that one 
would at EMBL develop equipment and techniques that were not being developed 
nationally, and at the outstations in Germany and France, you would exploit 
physical facilities, you’ve got physical scientists, for biological purposes. So having 
decided to build it, they produced a budget and they agreed and there was a 
competition for sites. I’m sure this is all documented in many of your other people 
but the French offered Niece, the Germans offered a site near Munich, which 
unfortunately was terribly close to where they’d had a concentration camp and was 
gonna be in the same village, so it was thought that wasn’t the greatest place to 
have an international laboratory, and Heidelberg was suggested latterly, I think 
again at the instigation of Ken Holmes, who was a British guy from Cambridge, 
knew Kendrew, working at the Max Planck in Heidelberg. And Heidelberg in the 
end won out … so that was … obviously the country, the home nation, the 
Germans then through state government and central government, provided extra 
infrastructure money for roads and forest clearance and da-da-da-da. 
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AFL: So you arrive at Heidelberg in 1973, end of 1973, so you had a programme of 
Executive Secretary setup, so how did that develop over the years? How many 
staff members were there at EMBO and how did it evolve? 

JT: Right, at EMBO I kicked off with one staff member, Catherine Legas, the lady who 
came from Belgium. I recruited one more, so then Catherine left so I had to recruit 
a replacement for her. So the whole time I was at EMBO there was only myself and 
two secretaries, but I don’t like big staffs and also I … <pause> was not really 
interested in expanding EMBO to have outreach to India or all of that. I thought that 
charity begins at home and we’d be better … but we are talking about 20 years 
ago, no, more than that, 40 years ago! 20 years at least since I left. So in those 
days Europe was, the bulk of western Europe and all of eastern Europe was not 
competitive in the field of molecular biology. It was simply not. The only countries 
that could claim to have decent, I think world-class in some cases, where the 
French with Jacques Monod, <20:00> that involvement in the Pasteur Institute, the 
Brits in MRC Cambridge principally, the Swedes had some decent labs in 
Stockholm, the Germans, who’d strengthened their science greatly, were beginning 
to remerge from the trauma of the Third Reich, Italy, Spain, occasionally good 
investigators, but when you compared that to what was going on in the United 
States it was a joke. So Belgium, Norway, Holland … maybe they had some good 
people in the Cancer Institute and a few in the University of Amsterdam, but the 
number and the quality of molecular biologists in Europe compared to the United 
States in 1970 to 1980 was inadequate. So my interest was promoting molecular 
biology in Europe, I was not interested in outreach to Australia or India or Argentine 
or Timbuktu.  

 And I think it was effective and I think we did improve things, and one of the great 
examples was with gene cloning and the cloning practical courses that Ken and 
Noreen Murray and Werner Arber read, ‘cause in Europe in the crisis when 
everyone was saying cloning was dangerous and we had to have these massive 
regulations, European country after European country had set up regulatory 
apparatus copying the NIH. There was not a single soul in the whole country who 
could do any cloning whatsoever, it was just crazy. 

AFL: What years was this?  

JT: Oh god … late … I’d have to look it up, late seventies. As soon … right, it was as 
soon as Herb Boyer and Stan Cohen had cloned something, and Nathans had 
done restriction enzymes so Arber was working on that. What Britain did have, or 
what Newham had through Britain, was competitiveness in nucleic acid sequencing 
through the Sanger lab. What it didn’t have was people who understood how to 
clone in bacteria. And yeah … when were the courses? They must have been the 
late, when was Asilomar? I went Asilomar, Asilomar must have been ‘75/’76 – 
yeah, I went there in the late seventies, but that’s all documented in some annuals. 

AFL: And so one of the activities that you introduced at EMBO was the EMBO journal. 
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JT: Yeah. 

AFL: So what was the –  

JT: I didn’t wanna start the EMBO journal, to be honest, because … right, there were 
people who were very keen on having an EMBO journal, one of the ones that 
springs to mind was Brian Clark, a British who was working in Aarhus, which is in 
Denmark … Amati in Italy, so lots of them, and my view was that, and still is 
actually, that there are and there were enough journals and my suspicion was they 
wanted an EMBO journal because they felt, and I know this is the case, they 
initially were keen on having something like the old PNAS Proceedings, National 
Academy of Sciences, where academicians submitted papers and if they submitted 
papers that was it, they were published because an academician had submitted 
them. So I thought it was a way of escaping rigorous peer review frankly. And they 
argued that – 

AFL: Who was they? 

JT: Well they had a vote, EMBO Council, several EMBO Council members, it was 
discussed for two or three years. The EMBO Council said it wanted it, so I said 
fine, I’ll set it up, I knew how to run journals, I’d run EMBO, I’d been Chief Editor or 
whatever it was of Trends in Biochemical Science, I’d written books or edited 
books, molecular biology of tumors at that time. So I said fine, I’ll do it, but if you 
asked me did I think we should have done it, my answer would have been no. But 
then I had to find a publisher, so I knew, from olden days, a small publishing house 
based in London, that <25:00> abstracted papers, run by a guy called Tom Otley 
and they had moved to Eynsham near Oxford, and so I contacted him, I contacted 
Springer, I contacted Nature a lot, I contacted several possible, potential publishers 
and … my view was that … I was gonna run it so essentially they were not going to 
argue [??? at 21:34] … my view was that with a small journal like this, starting up 
from scratch, you’re better off with a small publishing house, tiny publishing house, 
which hasn’t got any … which had journals but journals that published fortnightly 
abstracts of patents, than if you went to a bigger publishing house where you’d be 
one of the 25, 30, 40, 50 journals they published. So we went with them, 
Information Retrieval Limited, they were called, IRF, and they started, and I had a 
good working relationship with them and so we started the journal. It was agreed 
from the outset that it would be properly peer reviewed, it would not be a PNAS 
type thing. It was initially said that only EMBO members could communicate 
papers, they didn’t have to have written them but they had to be the … so that 
gave the membership some feeling of ownership, because of course if you just 
say, ‘Send in a paper and I’ll send it for peer review and let you know …’ then 
that’s just as if you’d sent it to any other journal. So where’s the EMBO part, and 
I’m an EMBO member. So the concession there was you can communicate it, it 
can be your own paper or somebody else’s, you can tell us why you think it’s 
wonderful but we’ll send it out, review it and reject it if it isn’t. So that’s how it 
began. 
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 In the end, that communication by somebody else was dropped because the 
journal did succeed and people wanted to send in and Americans would say, ‘Why 
the hell should I write to Bloggs in Basel to send my paper when I’ve done work ten 
times better than Bloggs in Basel ever will or could …’  

 So that was that. So it started, and then after about six, seven years, one day Tom 
Otley, the IRL boss, said could he come and meet me in Heidelberg together with a 
guy from Oxford University Press, which … and IRL sold out to Oxford, so then 
OUP got the job. The contracts we negotiated were pretty good so the journal was 
earning … <pause> in those days some millions of deutschmarks. I think now it’s in 
trouble. Its impact factor’s dropping like all journals and all journals, but at that 
time, I guess in one sense it was an opportune moment because the advent of 
rapid DNA sequencing and gene cloning so transformed molecular biology, and 
now … but this is much later, the synchrotron radiation plus now … cryo-electron 
microscopy has transformed structural molecular biology. So there was an 
opportunity for the journal to capitalise on the expansion of molecular biology 
across the world and in Europe because the Europeans slowly began to realise 
that if they didn’t get … well there were lots of opportunities, both scientific and 
commercial, in the ability to manipulate DNA. 

AFL: So the development of the EMBO Press then as a – 

JT: No, no, I didn’t make any new journals. EMBO Press is entirely Frank’s – 

AFL: That’s later? 

JT: That’s all Frank. 

AFL: OK, sorry about that. 

JT: No, not at all.  No need to be sorry. When I started there was no journal, when I left 
there was EMBO journal and that’s that. 

AFL: OK. That’s an interesting background to that. 

 So we mentioned earlier John Kendrew, so I’m quite curious about the relationship 
from the start until you left that you had with the Directors General of EMBL. 

JT: OK. So John it was who, with Niels Jerne interviewed me. I got on well with John. 
John was … not a sort of hail fellow well met sort of person, a private sort of 
<30:00> individual. And he always clearly demarked the difference between the lab 
and EMBO, so my involvement in the lab during John’s time was talking to him, 
occasionally going to meetings where they were discussing some facet of science 
or whatever, but not … but my job was EMBO and EMBL was that.  
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 What did happen was of course they made the EMBO staff adjunct members of 
EMBL staff, because of the headquarters agreement and taxation and all the rest 
of it, so that was done immediately, and it’s still the case because there is no 
formal legal agreement about conditions of employment of EMBO employees 
between the Federal German Government and EMBC.  

 We moved to an office as soon as the site was cleared to build the EMBL, John’s 
people, that’s Frieda Leenart, John, and I’ll come to a couple of others in a minute, 
moved to a baracke, a prefabricated hut on the EMBL site just on the boundary 
with the Max Planck Institute for Nuclear Physics, which abuts EMBL, and so this 
baracke was built and I had my office there with my two secretaries and John was 
there, Freida Leenart was there and then Eckard Weis to us. So EMBL, after it got 
legal existence, hired a head of finance, head of personnel, and a head of 
administration, sort of Director General type … John was the Director General, 
head of administration I guess he was called. OK, head of finance was a guy called 
Alberti I think, who was an Italian. No head of PA. He came from … personnel, he 
came from the European Space Agency. Eckart Weis came from Bonn, he was a 
German, ran the finance. And then there was a guy called Daniel Guggenbühl, who 
was a sort of Alsatian French guy who came from Brussels. He didn’t last very long 
and got replaced by another French guy as head of administration, Bernard … ah, 
gone again. 

AFL: Bach? 

JT: Yes, Bernard Bach. So we were all … I and those three guys and the staff were in 
this baracke as they built the building. I guess we moved to the baracke it must 
have been some time in ’75. So I had intimate contact with what was going on.  

 Was I formally part of, did I have any formal title or role in EMBL at that time? No.  

 So then came the issue of … so during that time John built up, hired a series of lab 
heads who were housed either downtown in university or DKFZ lab space rented 
from those institutions, Kai Simons, Ari Helenius, Hanns Weiss and others. And a 
few of them, Kevin Leonard and some others, were in space on the hill where 
EMBL was being built, but in the Max Planck Institute for Nuclear Physics space, 
and they were instrument developers who were gonna build microscopes or 
develop techniques. So that was all going on as the labs were being built.  

 John Kendrew insisted that the member states pay their full annual agreed 
contributions, financial contributions, as they’d agreed in a five-year indicative 
scheme when they formally, 1974, agreed the thing into existence. Now the 
problem was that he wasn’t spending the money … the number of people recruited 
and the rate of constructions and so on, the money was not being spent, so he was 
building up a reserve, a large reserve of deutschmarks in the bank, and there was 
one famous financial committee meeting one summer, and it must have been … 
after EMBL was opened, so the year it was opened probably, and we’d physically 
moved into the new building. 
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AFL: The physical space. <35:00> 

JT: John was battling with the EMBL Council at a finance committee meeting and they 
had finance committee meetings one day and then the Council in the afternoon or 
the Council the next day. And at coffee break he just left, he left the campus, 
disappeared and no one knew where he’d gone, he just vanished. So when they 
come to reconvene the EMBL Council, I’m sitting in my EMBO office ‘cause this is 
EMBL Council, so “Bill” Slater comes, Paolo Fasella comes, ‘Have you seen John, 
where’s John, have you seen John?’ And John vanished and just left them.  

 This caused consternation. And the reason he left was that they had been, that 
morning before the coffee break, saying they didn’t want to contribute any more 
money because this year, or the coming year, there was no need, there was all this 
money in the bank, and John had said, ‘You’ve contracted to pay this money. You 
have to pay it.’ So come the afternoon he returned to the campus and that 
afternoon or the next morning they duly voted to pay the money. So that was John. 
He was very …  

AFL: … stepped fast … 

JT: But it didn’t improve his reputation amongst the national delegates, several of 
whom were EMBO members, EMBL Council members, Slater, Fasella, senior 
EMBO guys who were the scientific part of the national delegations which usually 
comprise a distinguished national scientist plus a guy from some ministry or other. 
So the other problem John faced was that when he became Director General of 
EMBL, in July ’74, he was then Director General of EMBL, Secretary General of 
the European Molecular Biology Conference, Secretary General of EMBO. Now 
people objected to this and John didn’t wanna give up any of the jobs, but in the 
end he conceded he would stop being Secretary General of EMBC and a 
Dutchman, Arthur Rörsch was appointed to replace him. He stopped being 
Secretary General of EMBO and the Danish Niels Kjeldgaard was appointed to 
replace him. But throughout he resisted these changes, so there was a 
groundswell of … irritation and, in some quarters, real antagonism, to this. And 
there was a famous EMBO Council meeting … not famous, there was an EMBO 
Council meeting, which Peter Reichard from Sweden had been sick and couldn’t 
attend and Lennart Philipson came as his deputy. Now this is the EMBO Council, 
so these are all molecular biologists – all sitting around and the issue came up 
about John stopping being Secretary General of either EMBO or EMBC, and 
Lennart said that he and the Swedes firmly believed in rotation of offices and so 
on. So there was a really … Lennart and John crossed swords at this meeting in 
absolutely explicit terms.  

AFL: Was this one of the first times they had met? 

JT: Probably, I would suspect it might well have been the first time they’d met, because 
Lennart was an adeno virologist, John was not involved in … yes, I would guess it 
probably was. Though Peter Reichard, the guy who was the real Swedish 
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delegate, had known John for years because he had been amongst the early, not 
the earliest but one of the … second or third year’s worth of intake. So that was 
that. So John had, I think, certainly antagonised some EMBO members and he’d 
certainly antagonised … some delegations, or irritated them. So then came the 
question of he was appointed for, how many years was he appointed for? Six I 
think. <Pause> Yeah, I think it was six. So the question came up, so if it’s six years 
we’re talking about 1980 aren’t we? No, six … I think it was six not nine years that 
his job was initially appointed for. 

AFL: I think so. Yes. 

JT: So the question came up, what was he going to do when the six years - <40:00>, 
maybe 18 months before the six years expired, what were they going to do? John 
of course let it be known he wanted to stop on. Others … EMBO scientist types 
rather than government delegates, felt he should move on. And there was a vote 
now in the EMBO Council in Paris, and it was chaired by Hans Kornberg, he was 
then Chairman of EMBO Council, and there was a vote asked … that EMBL 
Council … had asked EMBO its opinion on whether they should rotate the Director 
Generalship or not, whether John should stay or not.  

Now on the EMBO Council at that time John had his very strong supporters, Paolo 
Fasella, Michael Sela from Israel, but the vote was taken and they voted, there 
were supposed to be 15 people there at the Council, I don’t think it was a full house 
but let’s say it was, they voted sort of 8 to 7 that he should rotate. So … hm. 

John wasn’t in the room when the vote was taken obviously.  

So that information was fed to EMBL Council. So essentially EMBL Council said 
that they were not going to extend him, so then they landed in the problem of 
finding a successor. <Chuckles> Which was easier said than done. 

And they tried some obvious bigshots, Pierre Chambon from Strasburg, “Jeff” 
Schatz from Basel, a couple of neurobiologists. No one actually wanted to do it. 

Or let’s put this another way. The ones that immediately sprang to mind, I’ll tell you 
another story about the succession of Philipson which is even funnier, no one 
sprang to mind and then Lennart let it be known, certainly to me but to others, that 
he would be prepared to do it. 

Now for John this was really rubbing salt into the wound because he saw Lennart 
as the person who … very explicitly criticised his multi-office position. So anyway, 
to cut a very long story short, in the end Lennart was appointed Director General. 
And Lennart specifically said, ‘Well if I’m going to do that, then I want to have you 
as …’ Research Coordinator I think I was called, and he said, you got the writing, 
and I’d known Lennart because of editing books on tumour viruses, I didn’t too 
much with Lennart but with some of his colleagues, and I knew … he and I had a 
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shared interest in tumour viruses so I’d known him and got on alright with him. He’d 
been on the Recombinant DNA Committee remember. He was a very slow thinker, 
Lennart, he was a very big man, it was like a dinosaur, you could see the thought 
go from a synapse in his head to one in his tail and then back up again. He was not 
a Sydney Brenner of this world, that’s for sure, nor Francis Crick. But ground, slow 
and fine. So he asked me to be research coordinator and help him in fact write his 
… what did they call it? 

AFL: Scientific programme? 

JT: Scientific programme, yeah. So I did that, spent a long time working on that and 
writing chunks of it. 

AFL: So was that your first official EMBL post?  

JT: Yeah. So then from then on Lennart … I helped him recruiting people, I used to 
attend the Senior Scientist Meeting and the [??? at 44:22] meeting, so I functioned 
with him much like I functioned with Michael Stoker in ICRF actually, when I think 
about it. So Lennart tracked on … and Directors General are strange really, ‘cause 
John had decided not under any circumstances to have in EMBL conventional x-
ray crystallography.  Because EMBL was supposed to be for doing things you 
couldn’t do nationally and Cambridge was the heart and source of it, brand and all 
that <45:00> so that was never in… you could think of John, you could do [??? at 
45:05], but you weren’t, classical. Lennart came and he had this big international 
meeting to talk about his scientific programme, Bolton was there, Chambon was 
there, and this and that and the other, and Lennart took the view that the lab 
shouldn’t work on Drosophila because there were all these Drosophila labs around 
in Europe and Chambon down the street, and why? Which is funny ‘cause EMBL’s 
two Nobel Prize winners, Wieschaus and … what’s her name, the lady. Isn’t it awful 
when names disappear just as you think about them … Janni Nüsslein-Volhard and 
Eric Wieschaus were Drosophila types and they left and then maybe eight years later 
they get the Nobel prize for the work they’d done at EMBL. It was John that recruited 
Janni Nüsslein-Volhard and Eric Wieschaus. And he recruited Kai Simons. I think 
John’s … he recruited me, so I think John’s scientific taste was second to none! Now I 
mean he really did … he did have a few not so good ones, Nick Strausfeld and things, 
but the fact is that the two Nobel prizes were in John’s regime and Lennart froze them 
out. So I think that’s one of the problems of Director General, you come to some rash 
decision that we’re not gonna work on Drosophila and in the end I guess they’ve got 
some Drosophila people there now, I don’t know, but you have to be careful doing that. 

 On the other hand, Directors General can defend themselves, they cannot be seen 
just to be doing here what they’re all doing in every lab back home, because 
they’re gonna say why the hell are we paying all this money to Heidelberg for them 
to do what they can do in Grenoble or Leeds. 

AFL: So your position as a scientific coordinator continued for the entirety of Lennart’s … 
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JT: Yes. So Lennart, when it came to … I think Lennart did more than six years, but 
not much more. So Lennart had a six year whatever, I think essentially they again 
decided they were not going to keep Lennart. And he was very upset by that, in 
fact in tears in my office one day about it. But they couldn’t find anybody … so they 
extended him until they could find somebody, and then Bernhard Hirt from 
Switzerland, who was then chairing I think the EMBL Council … said have you got 
any suggestions? And this is absolute truth. So I said to Bernard … they tried 
everybody they could think of and nobody wanted the job. I said to him, ‘Bernard, 
there is a decent Drosophila mircobiologist, Greek origin, in Harvard called Fotis 
Kafatos.’ He said, ‘Fotis what?’ And I told him, I said, ‘Just go look him up.’ I knew 
Fotis ‘cause he’d been doing his PhD in Harvard when I was there as a post-doc in 
Jim’s lab and we were on the same corridor. And I used to argue with Fotis ‘cause 
Fotis was a pan-Hellenic Greek who thought that Cyprus should, through anoesis, 
have become part of the Greek kingdom in those days and I thought it shouldn’t, 
and Fotis would always tell me with pride how he’d helped besiege the British 
consulate on Crete and I would tell him with pride how Cyprus was now 
independent. 

 But apart from that we were alright! 

 So anyway, they hired Fotis. 

 And … Fotis couldn’t start so this must have been in … I was acting in calendar ’93 
so they must have hired him basically some time in ’92, maybe June ’92. I talked to 
Fotis a lot about what he could demand and he certainly took full note of it and 
demanded everything that … and got away with it. 

AFL: Demand in terms of what? 

JT: Salary, this, that and the other, personal perks. But he couldn’t start … they had a 
year’s gap and that was their problem, so Lennart they decided should leave, Fotis 
they’d agreed should start, but Fotis said, ‘I don’t want to start until January ‘94’ so 
Bernhard Hirt <50:00>, the same guy, ‘cause he was still chairman, said would I 
act as Acting Director General for the calendar year ’93 basically. So I said fine. 
But I also had decided … my second wife, we have decided that we wanted to 
leave Germany. I’d been there 20 years, she’d been there 10. So I said I wanted to 
stop being Executive Secretary. 

AFL: Of EMBO? 

JT: Of EMBO, and I would automatically stop being Acting Director General of EMBL 
because that was agreed to be for a year. So yeah, so then at the end of … when 
did I come back, for Christ’s sake? I came back in ’94 didn’t I?  Yeah, so in January 
’94 … I think we moved most of our household goods in the middle summer of ’93 
‘cause my wife came back then, and January ’94 I left. And <laughs> It’s like a 
circle, I came back to work at ICRF, which I had left in June ’73, so I was going 
back to ICRF which was then had Director General was Walter Bodmer, and Paul 
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Nurse was Director of Basic Science, and there was a Director of Clinical Science, 
Nick Wright, and I went there as the Director of Research Services, Research 
Support or whatever you call it. 

AFL: That is full circle indeed! 

 So by the time you left EMBL it was still about the same size as you’d arrived or … 
‘cause you said you liked keeping staff small.  

JT: Staff-wise it was the same. I used Iain to help with selecting referees for EMBO 
Journal. 

AFL: Iain Mattaj?  

JT: Yep. With his agreement of course! 

AFL: How had …  

JT: Anything else – let me just think, was there anything else in those days … No, I 
think the only thing that was started during my tenure that survived my tenure was 
the journal. We did run a few EMBO annual conferences, and they … we happily 
stopped those. I thought they were a complete waste of time. Because I think there 
are so many conferences around the world and frankly I do not believe in them. 

AFL: In EMBO conferences? 

JT: Yeah. Well there used to be an EMBO Annual Symposium, I think it was. I’m not 
convinced that conferences … in my experience watching, principally my wife but 
watching other scientists when I worked at places like EMBL or ICI or Rockefeller, 
there are … legions of conferences … and I didn’t want to sponsor more, and then 
all the national biochemical societies, international union of molecular biochemists, 
Keystone, Gordon … I don’t personally think it’s a sensible way to spend money. I 
think the most important way of spending money, I do agree that the … I think 
these junior investigators or whatever they call them, and installation grants for 
people returning, I’ve always felt that the most important things are the exchange 
fellowships and the practical courses. And why the hell you’d want conferences 
when you have a workshop programme is possibly beyond me. Because the bigger 
conference, the less effective it is I think.  

AFL: So you mentioned Iain Mattaj. How did you meet him? Was it when he first 
arrived? 

JT: Yeah, when he was recruited. Well of course he worked there and … yeah. 
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AFL: And so he started working with you on the EMBO Journal. <55:00> 

JT: Yep. And then when I moved to ICRF back again in ’94, for some years, I would 
say maybe five or six, there were two editorial offices, one run by Iain in Heidelberg 
and one by me in London.  

AFL: So during your 20 years in Heidelberg and with EMBO, with EMBL, what would you 
say the biggest challenges were for the two organisations for yourself or for 
molecular biology? 

JT: I think the challenges for EMBL, and I think it rose to meet them in fact, the 
challenge with EMBL was always to justify its existence and to do things that were 
not being done in major, national laboratories. I think that what it ended up doing, 
strangely … I mean it’s really funny, in terms of technologies, the major 
achievements of EMBL I think were a) its role, through Ken Holmes and others, in 
developing synchrotron radiation for crystallography, and the second, ironic thing is 
that Jacques Dubochet, Alasdair McDowall, who invented cryo electron 
microscopy, get almost no credit for it. I mean if they’re looking for Nobel prize 
winners of techniques and whatnot then surely them, because nowadays you … 
cryo electron microscopy is now becoming increasingly powerful and ever more 
important in determination of three-dimensional structure at 2 or 3 Ångström 
resolution of large complexes. You look at every week’s Nature and there’s paper 
after paper about … and that’s just in Nature, and the structural ones there’s 
thousands, so that technology, cryo electron microscopy, was invented in 
Heidelberg, by Dubochet and Alasdair McDowall, his technician. Possibly Kevin 
Leonard could claim a partial one.   

 The other was synchrotron radiation and then in the end the Grenoble outstation 
changed from a neutron beam thing to using the European synchrotron radiation 
for structural biology. I guess the other thing that from a European standpoint that’s 
proving crucial was, and John began this, was the establishment through Greg 
Hamm and Cameron of a bioinformatics facility essentially cataloguing, annotating 
gene sequences, which evolved into European Bioinformatics Institute, EBI. Which 
is one of the global nodes for accumulating … and sitting next to the Wellcome 
Sanger Institute, it’s obviously right next-door to one of the main generators of 
sequence data. So I think that, if I had to say I think those are the three main 
contributions that the lab, EMBL, can claim to have made. It’s made lots of 
interesting discoveries. I think the other, fourth one is more to do with people, and 
when you look at where the alumni of EMBL have gone. It did try and stick, though 
with faltering steps sometimes, to this nine year and then out back home. Strikes 
me that somehow the number of people surviving the nine-year cut has grown, but 
that’s probably inevitable. But the fact is that on the whole … I’m not talking about 
EMBL post-docs and PhD students, I’m talking about EMBL Group Leaders who’ve 
done eight, nine years there and then moved, have gone back to distinguished and 
from the national context important jobs back home. So I’d say that was the fourth 
major contribution personally. 
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AFL: And so what challenges do you see for EMBO in the future, EMBO and EMBL in 
the future? Do you have thoughts on that matter? 

JT: EMBO … <pause> Well I think the challenge for EMBO has always been that 
something like the <60:00> European Research Council or some other 
intergovernmental or European intergovernmental body will get bigger budgets and 
be able to fund more exchange, support and so on and so forth. I think one of the 
saving graces of EMBO is that the budget is so small. When you think of it in 
absolute terms and then divide it amongst how many member states are there, 
twenty or whatever it is, cutting it is of no consequence basically. So I think that if it 
focusses on its core function then I think it will still have an important role in helping 
molecular biology in Europe, and I think that chopping it is … they might do it but it 
would make no difference to any national budget, not even I don’t think a national 
science budget, never mind a national governmental budget. I do think they spread 
themselves too thinly, I think they have too many activities. I mean I can’t 
remember them all ‘cause a lot of them I just sigh and think Oh Christ! I can’t really 
remember them anymore, you know, like minorities in science or science and 
public understanding or public understanding of science and blah blah blah. They 
do have those, don’t they? 

AFL: They have a science policy programme I believe.  

JT: What on earth … talk about the mouth that roared. I mean which country’s gonna 
take notice of … well … but I just think that … yeah. I think there are probably too 
many journals but I’m sure they’re making money. I can’t believe they’re needed 
but maybe they help promote the brand. I think that’s the other view of the 
importance of journals, I guess, that it does promote the brand name because you 
hope that people are going to read it outside Western Europe.  

AFL: So you’ve spoken very fondly, I think, about your time in Heidelberg. Do you think 
fondly of your time at Heidelberg?  

JT: Yeah, on the whole. Hm. I think anywhere you live, living is a compromise and 
Heidelberg is a compromise. I mean after a while it’s as boring as hell! It’s a tiny 
provincial university town in Southwest Germany. I mean Christ! I lived in New York 
and the differences are extraordinary but then New York has its problems too. It’s 
noisy, it’s … so everywhere’ s a compromise. London’s the same.  

 Yes, on the whole I enjoyed it.  

AFL: And would you say you enjoyed your time at EMBL, with EMBL? 

JT: Yes. Towards the latter end of my stay I did start doing some experiments again, I 
had a technician and stuff, and published a few papers. But yes, I did enjoy it. At 
times it was sort of boring but then it was not taxing so you could always do 
something more interesting.  
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AFL: So just to finish off, is there a particular story or an anecdote or – no?  

JT: No.  

AFL: In that case John I would like to thank you very much for this record and I’ll stop 
the recording now. Thank you.  

<End of recording> 

 


