“If Machiavelli were to write his book today, he'd call it The Lab Chief”

' —a formuer colleague of D Robere Gallds

1 Tysons Corner, Virginia, in 1985, 2 woman was buying a car. When she mentioned to the salesman

that she was a scientist, he told her a story abour a neighbor of his, a scientistas well, who had recently
complained at a cockrail party that he had been cheated out of 2 Nobel Prize in Medicine, A few years later the same
woman was chatring with a man who did landscaping for her. He happened to say that one of his clients had said hed
been cheated out of 700 Nobel Prizes. The client had won lots of other prizes, though, and each time he won one and
got the prize money, he called up the landscaper and had some yard work done. B The unlucky scientist in both cases
was Dr. Robert Gallo, ex-discoverer of the AIDS virus, é As a lab chief ar the National Cancer Institute, part of the
National Institutes of Health (NIH), in Bethesda, Maryland, Gallo is probably the best-known AIDS researcher in the
world. He is usually called, albeiterroncously, “codiscoverer of the AIDS virus? The Whet Whe entry he wrote for himself
modestly lists only 23 of the roughly 80 prizes he has won in his 25-year career, such as the American Cancer Society’s
Medal of Honor, the Griffuel prize of the Association for Cancer Research, the General Motors Charles S. Mott Medal,
honorary citizenship from the Iralian city of Ravello and, most impressive, two Lasker Awards, the most prestigious
American award in biomedical research. No one else has received rwo Lasker Awards, a fact Gallo himself mentions
rather more often than is absolutely necessary. Pegple, in one of its lazier cover stories, named Gallo one of “The Thirty
Hardest Working Celebs)” along with Barbara Cartland, Cyndi Lauper and Menudo. “The search for a desperately
needed AIDS vaccine keeps the top medical sleuth in his laboratory... 72 hours a week,” the magazine said. Last October
Newsweek called him one of America’s 25 “leading innovators” [} That may have been the zenith of Gallo's career afc.
A month after Newsweek's salute, just afrer Gallo had 4 special audience with the pope, the Chicage Tribune published &
book-length special supplement by Pulitzer-winning reporter John Crewdson called “The Grear AIDS Quest, which

detailed the discovery of the AIDS vitrus, focusing on Galids role. Crewdson exhaustively investigated what many in the
s 5

scientific commusnity and the gay press had been saying for years, and his piece made it clear that Gallo’s main claim
o fame — his “codiscovery” of the AIDS virus—was not valid, and probably fraudulens: the virus that Galio put forth
in 1984 as the cause of AIDS was not an independent discovery but merely a copy of a virus sample sent to him nine
months earlier by cooperative French scientists ar the Pasteur Institute in Paris. In the three-year battle for credit and
patents that followed, the French were shown to be the rightful discoverers, despite the politically maneuvered “amicable”
agreement to split the credit for the discovery between the two countries. Though the Tribune piece provoked investiga-
tions of Gallo by the NIH and by Congress (both of which are still going on), most
of the nation’s newspapers ﬂuz’f Sal:fv Q@gv‘t& chose to ignore the story. Gallo told a journalist that last
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winter someone from The New York Times,
in a perfect expression of journalistic dis-
tance, sent him a nore with the reassuring
message Den’t worry, we won't pick yp the
Tribune piece. Meanwhile, Gallo will chair
a seminar and give an invitational ad-
dress at this summer’s Sixth International
Conference on AIDS in San Francisce.
What the Chicago Tribane teport did not
emphasize is that in the midst of the
AIDS epidemic, Gallos seif-interested bid
for glory has had a terrible human cost:
by refusing to acknowledge the sig
nificance of the French scientists’ earlier
discoveries, he delayed the introduction
of a widely available blood test for the
AIDS virus by about a year. During thar
year thousands of hospital patients and
hemophilizcs received rainted blood from
bicod banks and became infected, and
many of the already infected unwittingly
spread the virus. And Gallo slowed down
AIDS research in other ways: he made
it difficalt for the Centers for Disease
Control {CDC) and fellow researchers to
obtzin necessary supplies and samples
of virus, and most damaging of all, as
the Tribune showed, he published a vast
amount of incorrect data and misleading
conclusions. Interviews with 40 of Gallds
colleagues and peers indicare that his
egomaniacal performance did notr sur-
ptise those who know him well. As 2
scientist who once worked in his lab puots
it, Galio was known for “this sort of un.
scrupulous behavior ten years before HIV
[the AIDS virus} ever came along, When
the stakes got higher, he was capable of

Post that Gallo has “influenced things in our lives to an incalculable degree. Ein-
stein, Freud - I'd put him on a list like that, { really would!” Flossie Wong-Staal,
who recently left Galics lab for an endowed chair in AIDS sesearch at the
University of California at San Diego, bid up even that assessment. “Fitst came
God, then came Gallo)” she told the Las Angeles Timer.

The National Institutes of Health, where Gallo presides over a lab of somme 30
scientists and a budger of $13 milfion, has been described by its current overseet,
Secretary of Health and Human Services Louds Sullivan, as “the cutting edge of
science” {t has been described by past and present employees as a “den of thieves”
and as being “full of mediocrities” In its quandity of intrigue and capricious
purges, it resembles a “medieval lralian town,” says one former employee. He
adds, “I'm surprised somebody hasn't killed someone there!

Few of the Nits thousands of scientists have anything like tenure. “You know
if you don't leave in harmony with your former boss, your chances of succeeding
outside ate practically zero says one scientist thete, adding, “it's hatd to be an
honest person in this place” She knew three employees who committed suicide,
But this culture of unremitting servitude is apparently not enough for Galio, who
once told a lab member that he likes to hire foreigners because if they don't do
what he wanes, he ¢an deport them.

This is the world of Gallos ascension. It is 2 world thar encoutages certain pes-
sonality traits, Gallo is described as charming by many Cespecially when he
wanted something from you,” adds one co-worker) and as crude by a few (in an
elevator one day Gallo said, “Lock at those knockers,” and he has a penchant for
making middle-of-the-night prank phone calls to his competitors). Nobody de-
nies that he is relentdessly competicive. This part of his personality is evident “in
virgually every aspect of everything he ever did says David Gillespie, who
worked in Gallo's lab for eight years — hardly an overstatement about 2 man whe,
at a 1ab party, was observed arguing strenucusly with an eighe-year-old girl over
who had the better handwriting.

Flis shelves of awards notwithstaading, Gallo wld the Chicagy Tribune, “F'm not
rewarded by my scientific peers,” a2 state of affairs he ateribuses to “their own in-
adequacies” If the top rung of the ladder of American scientific success is the
Nobel, the one just below it is membership in the National Academy of Sciences.
It is a sign of the relacive integrity of the National Academy that Gallo was not
admirted until 1988 (six years after he won his first Lasker}, and even then, only
through a special nomination process. He had been rejecred a half dozen times
and had taken the rejections very hard. Each year, after being rurned down again,
he would be absent from his lab for a few days. When he returned sulkily to work,

Gallo would bring the supposedly confidential Leukemia
Society grant proposals back to his lab and say to his employees,
Here are their ideas—work on them

doing anything. The stakes became too

high!

MOST PUBLIC COMMENTS ABOUT ROBERY
Gallo sound like excerpes from a pasticu-
larly fulsome, over-the-top enlogy. Accord-
ing to Dani Bolognesi, an AlDS researcher
at Duke University, he is "without doubt
one of the grear scientists of our zime”
Samuel Broder, a cancer researcher and
Gallo's boss at NIH, told The Washington
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he wouid say, “Fifteen bastard votes short, or whatever the supposedly confiden-
ria] result had been. He would artribute the result, as he asribures much of the
bad news in his life, to his ‘enemies”

After he became a member of the National Academy and won his second
Lasker in 1986, he made no secret of the fact that there was still room oa his
awards shelf. As cancer researcher Peter Duesberg puts it, "It is not hasd to get
Gallo to tatk about a Nobel Prize” It isn't 2 recent obsession. In 1974 Gallo tried
to recruit one scientist with the line "Don't you wans to be able to say you were
in a lab that won a Nobel Prize?" and in 1980 he asked one scientist joining his
iab, “What are you going to do to win me a2 Nobel Prize?”

This fixation comes up so often in Gallds conversation that if's practically 2




thetorical device, When an NIH review committee decided against promoting
Grallo's former mistress and lab employee Flossie Wong-Staal because Gallo was
a coauthor on all of her papers, he called the head of the committee at home. Af-
ter ranting for a while, he said, Of course Flossie did all this molecular biology berself;
if the committee really thought I did alf this molecnlar biology, then I deserve two Naobel
Prizes. It was a foregone conclusion that he deserved one.

Galle cuts few corners in his Nobel politicking. In the early 1980s his good
friend George Klein, 2 virologist, was on the Nobel commistee, At 2 conference
that year, Gallo made sure to have dinner with Klein every nighe; then someone
told Gallo that Klein had been replaced on the committee by the immunologist
Hans Wigzell. Gallo dined with Wigzell the very next night. Last year, just before

the Tribune piece appeared, Gallo contacted two congressional

ahead of the means, says Gillespie. “1 said
it didn't marrer to Nixon how he got
where he was going; as long as he got
there, e felt he was justified. Gallo looked
at me, and he said basically thar | dido't
undersrand the real world. He said, ‘Nixon
did exactly che right thing. It's unforounace
that he gor caughe™

Alas, Gallos exciving HEL-23 results
could not be repeated, either by his lab
or by others, and the phrase buman tu-

mor virds was replaced
among scientists by bw-
man vamer vivys. A cure
for cancer was not im-
minent after all.

And, of course, there
was no Nobel for Gallg,
who remained then, as

always, obsessed with
his competitors. He often dis-

investigators looking into financial misdeeds by one of hisem- v
ployees. He complained about recent news stories, saying that the damage to his  Stience fiction:

image might cost him a Nobel Prize. 3?Wni wmgal' cussed scraregy with Gillespie,
' f:tip%?rfe;. % and how to effectively orches-

n 1 [ . R
A RESEARCHER IN (GALLO'S LAB ONCE TOLD THE BOSS THAT EINSTEIN WAS HIS “dziscovezygﬁ’rb%aa trate scientific conferences was a

favorite scientist; he especially admired Einstein's magnanimity. Galle replied, poc gl Pet concern. “If {Gallo] could
“You're naive. Einstein could afford to be magnanimous because he was a genius” 1986, chatingwity €t One guy from ouz lab ro mik
The other scientist asked, “You mean magnanimity is good only if yow'te 2 gy sspciates before {his main competitor,
genius?” Gallo said, “Yeah, because then you don't have to worry abourt the com-  {ipluding, /e, Soi} Spiegelman, and somebody
petition” Over the years, Gallos lack of magnanimity has indicated how far from  FlosgeWong-Staal);,  else to talk after Spiegelman, and
a genius he believes himself to be. and anjoying his then, while Spiegelman'’s talking,

Gallo became well known at the National Cancer Institute with his claim in  prodnitytea wed have somebody ask him a
a 1975 report that he and his lab had discovered a retrovirus —that is, a virus Mm@y Seadd  question he couldn’t answer—
that merges with the cell it infeces — which he called HL-23, in human leukemia Pizbeth yor then Gallo would look good. We
cells. Fowas the firse virus to be associated with human cancer, and 2 possible first with O Berefl o g spend 2 huge amount of

step toward Anding a cure, Gallo called a special Sarurday meeting of NCI big- and Luc Mortegiver
wigs to discuss how to proceed. One man at the meeting recalls, “Gallo and [
ended up at the urinal rogether in the men's room. And he said something like,
All the most important virus people are here! He said he felt he had a good
chanee of getting the Nobel Prize” Maior labs around the country were very in-
rerested in HE-23, bur when they requested samples from Gallo (it is a specific
NIH guideline that such materials must be made widely available), he at least
once ordered subordinates to damage the infected cells before sending them ou,
to make them useless for research, He justified this behavior to co-workers on
the grounds that he was more frank with his competitors than they wete with
him. it was about this time that Richard Nixon resigned, and David Gillespie,
then second-in-command at Gallos fab, was discussing the former president with
his boss. "l was saying what a lousy president Nixon was, because he put the ends

tirme worrying about these posi-
tioning things,” Grillespie says.
Gallo did not confine his competitive-
ness to other big, well-funded labs, Fora
few years he reviewed grant proposals for
the Leukemia Society of America, But
each year, Gallo would bring the pro-
posals —which, of course, were supposed
to be confidential —back to Bethesda and,
ata Monday-morning meeting, pass them
out to the people in his lab working in
related arcas, Here are thelr ideas, Gallo
would say. Work on them. (“F've never known
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him o have an idea thae dida't come from
someone else] says & former co-worker)
Most scientists would be repelled by such
underhandedaess, but the people in Gal-
los lab went through a process of adap-
tation and selection. Only the weak sur-
vived: Galle was surrounded by yes-people.

NIH lab chiefs themselves go througha
similar process of adapration and selec-
tion, but with an emphasis en different
raits, Gallo is fond of participant sports,
and as someone in his lab delicately told
Peaple, “Gallo doesa’t just Like 1o win, he
insists on winning” According to another
fab membert, “With something as {riendly
as a lab softball game, hed be dirty—hed
kick you in the balls if he thought he was
going o lose” Another employee says that
when Gallo was losing at tennis, “he
would start to deliberately call the lines
wrong on yaur side of the net, Hed hira
ball six feet out, and he'd say, “That isa'
out, that’s in! He argues and rants and
raves so long, you let him have it”

EVEN AS rr BECAME CLEARER AND CLEARER
that Gallo had not discovered the AIDS
virus bur merely copied it from the French
(“f think science always builds on the dis-
coveries of other people, doesst it?” Galio
told $7Y), his detracross seill did not com-
pletely write him off. “if he didn't discover
the AIDS virus, he still discovered {L-27
they wouid say, or “He stli discovered
HTIV-1] the first known vitus coavine-
ingly associated with human cancer. The
AFDS virus mix-up might have been an
accident, a case of laboratory contamina-

Gallo was unimpressed. Othess in the lab, however, encouraged her to keep work-
ing on it, and she continued without Galio's knowledge. Eventually, with the help
of Frank Ruscetti, 2 cell biologist, the growing cells were identified as T cells —
key elements in the immune syscem. Gallo said that “growing T cells {wouldr't]
iead anywhere] and he ordered Motgan and Ruscerti to stop working on that
“worthless molecule” Not long after, Motgan was fired, and she remained unem-
ployed for tea months.

After Morgan was canned, Gallo did little with her discovery. Meanwhile,
Kendall Smith, 2 young professor at Dartmouth, stazted to foliow up Mor-
gan's finding, Over the next fout years, the Dartmouth fab isolated IL-2, the
molecule responsible for the growth that Morgan had obsetved, and began ro de-
termine its role in the immuae system. By then Gallo had finally been forced to
understand the importance of Morgan's discovery. Bver since, he has clhaimed
credit not only for Morgan and Ruscetti’s result (the long-term growth of T ceils)
but also for the Dartmouth discovery. In the early 1980s Gallo went to a meeting
in France where he was asked, "Are you still working with Ruscetti on IL-27" Gallo
reportedly answered that Ruscetti worked for bim and that be, not Ruscerti, was
the brains behind the project. When he remirned w Bethesda, Gallo was so angey
over this imagined shighs that he didn't speak ro Ruscesti for months.

The official chronology of AIDS reseasch, written in 1987 by Gallo and Luc
Montagnier, his French rival ar the Pasteur Institute, under firm pressure from
the French and American goveraments, states thar in 1976 Morgan, Rascerti and
Gallo “discover” IL-2. This is like saying that in 1876 Alexander Graham Bell in-
vents the fax machine. When, in 1988, Kendall Smith published a paper in the
prestigious journal Sciemce that accurately described the discovery of [L-2, Gallo
was infuriated and phoned Smith from an AIDS conference in Stockholim. “Ken-
dall, | haven't read it, but people tell e you were not nice to me” (It is a peculiar
habit of Galids to claim he hasn't read or seen or heard whatever he is vociferous-
Iy criticizing.) Then Gallo phoned Ruscetti, to whom he had long since stopped
speaking, and said, “Frank, we've got 1o do something about this goddamun Ken-
dall Smith. He's screwing us? The a1 armused Ruscerts. When Gallo couddn't con-
vince Ruscetti to write 2 letter of complaint to Scéence, he finally got a flunky at
an affiliated Iab to do is.

Doris Morgan’s 1973 “accident” (her word) made it easier to detecmine what
viruses infect T cells, and ultimarely led to the discovery of HTIV.1. Galigs lab
had been looking for such viruses without success for years when Bernie Potesz
artived in 1978 for a postdoctoral fellowship. Within months, with Ruscetsi’s
kelp, Poiesz found a retrovirus in & patient with lymphoma, & kind of Tcell

When Frank Ruscetti, a key researcher, asked why
he was being fired, Gallo replied, “Well, because you're
getting too much credit”

tion, wherein a virus somehow makes jts
way from one petri dish to another—"an
honest mistake” says Beatrice Hahn, a
former Gallo employee.

In the late 1970s the discovery of IE-2,
a molecule impottant in the immune sys-
tern, occurred despite Galio's effores to ig-
nore it. Doris Morgan, a tesearcher in
Galids lab, stumbled on & way to grow
certain white blood cells, When she pre-
sented her results at a weekly lab meeting,
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cancer, It was the frst cancer rerrovirus isolated from a human. Poiesz and
Ruscetti co-wrote a paper reporting their resules. When it was neacly finished,
Galio called Ruscetsi and said he had a few revisioas he wanted 10 make. Ruscetti
said he would ger Poiesz and be right over. Galio said, “No, come alone” When
Rauscetti arrived, Gallo said, “You know, Frank, the person in the lab who did the
work doesn’t abways have 1o be first author” Ruscetti rock the conventional view
that the person who did most of the work, who had most of the ¢reative input —
in this case, Poiesz— should be first author {that is, his name should come firse
in the byline). Gallo said, “Frank, with an attitude like chat you'll never get shead
in life” Ruseetti stood Arm; Poiesz was first author,

HTIV-1 was, howevet, a solution without a problem; it was not at all obvious







