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f or his extraorclinary leadership in biomedical research leading to drugs and

other therapeutic agents of direct benefit to mankind, his important influence

on national science policy, and for his distinguished contributions to the

aclvancement of knowledge as a teacher and head of one of the nation's

outstanding research laboratories, P. Roy Vagelos has been chosen the recipient

of the 1991 Maxwell Finland Award.

tr RoY
VACELOS, M.D

Maxwell Finland Award ReciPient
1  991



T h"  never-ending campaign against
I  in fect ious d isease requi res the orch-

estration of many elements in our society,
sk i l led medical  care,  adequate publ ic
heal th programs,  and a societa l  wi l l  to  im-
plement  them. But  the cruc ia l  e lement  is
the development  and manufacture of  the
tools-drugs and vaccines-needed to do
th is  job.  In  our  society i t  is  the pharma-
ceut ica l  manufacturer  who has t radi t ion-
ally provided these tools.

This year's Maxwell Finland Award
acknowledges th is  contr ibut ion.  Cer-
tainly, it is diff icult to talk about this year's
rec ip ient ,  Dr .  P.  Roy Vagelos,  s ince 1985
Chairman,  President  and Chief  Execut ive
Off icer  of  Merck & Co. ,  Inc. ,  wi thout  a lso
recogniz ing the outstanding contr ibu-
t ions the company he heads has made in
provid ing the needed weapons in the war
against infectious disease.

Dr.  Vagelos came to Merck in  1975
from Washington University School of
Medic ine in  St .  Louis where,  for  n ine
years he had been chairman of the de-
partment of biological chemistry, a posi-
tion inherited from the Nobel prizewin-
ner  Dr.  Car l  F.  Cor i .

Discussing how Dr.  Vagelos had been
selected by Merck's management, John J.
Horan, the President and Chief Operat-
ing Officer of Merck recalls: "We had
had great success with a number of lead-
ers in research, but they were chemists,
Dr. Max Tishler and Dr. Lewis Sarett, for
instance. We didn't see a l ife sciences
leader in  the company."

"To be sure/ we did have Dr. Carl
Beyer who was one of  our  leading l i fe
scientists but he was nearing retirement.

So we made a conscious decis ion to s tar t
looking for  an outstanding man in the l i fe
sc iences."

The search went on for several years
and cast  a wide net .  lhe company lookcd
at  possib le candidates not  only  wi th in the
United States but also Europe. "There
were some good prospects but no one
that  we ended up h i r ing,"  says Mr.  Horan.

Dr.  Harry Robinson,  Merck 's  v ice
president for scientif ic affairs, suggested
Dr. Vagelos. Dr. Vagelos had taken his
MD degree at  Columbia Univers i ty 's  Col-
lege of  Physic ians and Surgeons in New
York in  1954 af ter  get t ing h is  bachelor 's
degree at  the Univers i ty  of  Pennsvlvania.
He  d id  h i s  i n te rnsh ip  and  res idency  a t  t he
Massachuse l t s  Cene ra l  Hosp i t a l ,  Bos lon .
Whi le a young medical  s tudent ,  he had
spent  a summer work ing at  Merck in  Dr.
Robinson's  laboratory and they had
stayed in touch over  lhe years.

"Wel l ,  we got  h im to come in and ta lk
about  the posi t ion here and I  th ink wc
were all impressed, I know I was," Mr. Ho-
ran says.  "Of  course he was a l ready wel l
known.  He had an excel lent  research
record at  the Nat ional  lnst i tu tes of  Heal th
and was exper ienced as an adminis t rator
at  Washington Univers i ty .

"The only th ing I  needed some reassur-
ance about  was that  he would have an
interest  in  producing drugs.  That 's  our
objective after all. We have had experi-
ence wi th univers i ty  sc ient is ts  who were
of the highest professional caliber who
just  d idn ' t  work out  in  our  envi ronment
because not all basic university research
is oriented towards a product.

"We talked about this and Roy under-
stood exactly what I meant. He said he
had done academic research and was
interested in  sc ience.  But  he said he was
just  as in terested in  seeing a drug devel -
oped as a result of that research and the
excitement that comes with it."

"ln addition," Mr. Horan says, "Roy is
personable. He's good with people, cer-
tainly he sold himself to me totally."

For  h is  par t  Dr .  Vagelos says the job



offer at Merck was an exciting challenge
for him. "l had been doing basic research
lor 19 years. Yet my original plan was to
be a clinician, a cardiologist as a matter of
fact. I wanted to work against disease, to
try and do something important in taking
care of patients.

"When Merck called, I felt that this was
the challenge for me to put my brains
where my mouth was. Use my under-
standing of basic research and apply it to
trying to make an important drug."

In 1956 Dr. Vagelos went to the Na-
tional Heart Institute, part of the National
lnst i tu tes of  Heal th (NlH) in  Bethesda,
Mary land.  He p lanned to spend par t  of  h is
time in the Clinical Center taking care of
patients and part of his time in a research
laboratory.

"Wh"n Merck called, I
felt that this was the
challenge for me to put
my brains where my
mouth was. Use my
understanding of basic

young physician but with some doubts.
"Quite frankly," says Dr. Stadtman, "l was
only a young PhD mysel f  a t  the t ime,  but
I didn't have much confidence in the pos-
sibil i ty that a physician could do the kind
of work we were doing. Roy was the first
MD that I took into the laboratory."

In Stadtman's laboratory Dr. Vagelos
worked on several aspects of long chain
fatty acid synthesis. There he discovered
the acyl carrier protein, a crit ical interme-
diate in the synthesis of fatty acids.

During this period one of Dr. Vagelos's
associates was Alfred Alberts. Mr. Alberts
never troubled to obtain his PhD, despite
Dr. Vagelos's injunction that he do so. But
when Dr. Vagelos went to St. Louis in
1966,  Mr Alber ts  went  wi th h im and he
eventually became a full professor at the
University. When Dr. Vagelos went to
Merck, Mr. Alberts again moved with him
and here he discovered Merck's now
famous lipidJowering drug Mevacor.

Dr. Stadtman recalls that while Dr.
Vagelos was with him Dr. Vagelos was
offered a job back at the Massachusetts
General Hospital which he was very
tempted to take since there he felt he
could make a real contribution to medi-
cine. But at the time Dr. Stadtman was
going to work in Europe for a year and
needed someone to look after his labora-
tory. He asked Dr. Vagelos to postpone
his decision unti l his return, and Dr. Vage-
los agreed.

"l told him," says Dr. Stadtman today,
"that out of a hundred biochemists, there
was only one or two thatwere really good
and had a feel for biochemistry and that
he was one of them."

While he was at NlH, Dr. Vagelos took
a sabbatical year atthe Pasteur Institute in
Paris working with the Nobel prizewinner
Jacques Monod. They became close
friends. "l was doing biochemistry and
enzymology with Dr. Stadtman; at the
Pasteur I learned bacterial genetics and it
changed the direction of my work," he
says.

"Using bacterial mutants we looked at

research and apply it to
trying to make an
important drug."

But while he was in Boston he met Dr.
Paul C. Zamecnik, a researcher who had
done pioneering work on protein synthe
sis. lt was Dr. Zamencik who suggested
that Dr. Vagelos might enjoy working at
the NlH, and further suggested he try to
work with Dr. Earl Stadtman, then head of
an enzyme section in the laboratory of
cellular physiology and now one of the
Heart Institute's leading biochemists.

It was on Dr. Zamencik's recommen-
dation that Dr. Stadtman accepted the



fatty acid biochemistry. Later when I got
to Washington University we had the
not ion of  t ry ing the same th ing in  mam-
mal ian cel ls ,  and found that  you could
make a mulaLion in  just  one enzyme and
thereby turn off cholesterol biosynthesis.

"This gave me the idea of working on
cholesterol as a major project. In turn, this
led eventual ly  to  the development  of
Mevacor,

It 's interesting how things turn out,"
Dr. Vagelos says. "You can trace Me-
vacor back to Monod who got me into
genetics and to Stadtman who got me into
biochemist ry . "

Dr. Vagelos says that Dr. Stadtman has
trained hundreds of good biochemists
inc luding Dr.  Michael  Brown,  who wi th
Dr.  Joseph Goldste in (who t ra ined in an-
other  NIH laboratory)  won the 1985
Nobel  Pr ize for  thei r  work on the choles-
terol receptor site. The two Nobelists
worked wi th Merck as consul tants dur ing
the development of Mevacor.

In addition to Mr, Alberts, last October
another Stadtman-trained biochemist Dr.
Benjamin Shapiro jo ined Merck.  "So we
at Merck now have two of the top people
that Dr. Stadtman trained," says Dr. Vage-
los.

" H i, scientii ic
judgment plus his
management ski l ls are a
unique combination in
the pharmaceutical
industry."

A research-driven organization staffed
wi th sc ient is ts  of  the h ighest  ca l iber ,
Merck is  considered to have amonq the
most productive laboratories in the i idus-
try. Today, the company has 1B products
in nine therapeutic classes-each with

annual  sa les os $ ' l  00 mi l l ion or  more.
Dr. Vagelos himself says the most excit-

ing par t  of  h is  job is  d iscussing sc ience,
evaluat ing data and understanding exper i -
ments. The discovery, development, and
testing of Mevacor is naturally one of Dr.
Vagelos's favoril.e topics, he doesn't hesi-
tate to describe Merck's achievements in
producing agents useful in the treatment
and prevent ion of  in fect ious d iseases.

Among the agents developed since he
came to Merck, he cites Mefoxin, a lead-
ing ant ib iot ic  used in hospi ta ls ;  pr imaxin,
which he describes as the broadest soec-
t rum anl ib iot ic  in  the wor ld;  and Mect izan
for the treatment of the tropical disease
onchocerc ias is ,  r iver  b l indness.

For  years Merck has been a leader in
the development  of  the ever- lengthening
l is t  o f  vaccines which have a l l  but  ban-
ished chi ldhood infect ions l ike measles,
mumps,  rubel la  and Hemophi lus in f luen-
zae.  Recent ly  the company has a lso cre-
ated agents against  adul t  in fect ions l ike
hepat i t is  B and pneumococcal  pneumo-
n ia .

Whi le many pharmaceut ica l  concerns
were demol ish ing or  severely  cut t ing back
lhe  manu fac tu re  o f  immun iz ing  agcn ts ,
Merck cont inued not  only  to supply and
improve establ ished vaccines but  to  ex-
pand the development  of  new ones.

Recently, three new vaccines have also
been developed:  a p lasma-der ived agent
against  hepat i t is  B and subsequent lv  the
wor ld 's  f i rs t  successlu l  recombinanl  vac-
c ine against  th is  d isease;  Pneumovax,  a
vaccine against  the common forms of
pneumococcal  pneumonia;  and a just -
l icensed vaccine against  the bactcr ia l  d is-
ease Hemophi lus in f luenzae which pro-
tects in fants as young as two months of
a8e.

The now ret i red Dr.  Maur ice Hi l leman,
Merck 's  champion vaccine developer,
gives credit to Dr. Vagelos for these suc-
cesses.  "His sc ient i f ic  judgment  p lus h is
management sk i l ls  are a unique combina-
t ion in  the pharmaceut ica l  industry  f rom
what  l 've seen,"  he says.  In  a h igh technol-



ogy organization and in a highly competi-
t ive business you have to create useful
products. Having a manager who under-
stands the science and can make deci-
sions on the future of a productwith some
confidence is invaluable, and Dr. Vagelos
has certainly done that."

When Dr. Vagelos came to Merck, he
came back to where he grew up. He was
born in  West f ie ld N.J.  in  1929.  L ike
Maxwell Finland, for whom this award is
named, his parents were immigrants, in
this case from Greece.

The Vagelos family ran a restaurant in
Rahway, only a few blocks from the
company their son now heads. "My
mother did the cooking, my dad ran the
place, my sisters and I helped out, I was
jack of all trades, waiter, soda jerk, the lot,"
Vagelos says. "Being so near Merck we
got to know a lot of Merck people. My
sister married a Merck chemist."

Part of Merck's commercial success
l ies in  apply ing the pr inc ip le that  good
people attract other good people. Dr.
Vagelos, in biochemical terms, describes
the process as "autocatalytic. Once you
get key top people, they attract others; get
good people and you get more good
people."

This encourages innovation says Dr.
Edward M. Scolnick, Merck's head of re-
search and development :  " l f  you have
bright, highly motivated people who feel
responsible for their work they wil l dis-
cover great things."

But today the 61-year-old Dr. Vagelos
worries about America's scientif ic future:
"Finding these good people is getting
harder and harder. The supply is not what
it was. Science has become less attractive
because it is not being funded as it used to
De.

"This is painful to those of us who
trained in science in the golden years. At
the time people my age were getting their
training the sky was the l imit. All you
needed was a good idea and automati-

cally there would be space, equipment
and funds. This stimulated people to gc
into science, science was exciting, our
understanding of molecular biology was
just taking ofl and even more important,
science was being adequately supported

B ut today the
61-year-old Dr Vagelos
worries about Ame rica's
sci e ntifi c futu re : " Fi n d i n g
these good people is
getting harder and
harder. The supply is not
what i t  was.Science has
become less attractive
because it is not being
funded as it used to be.

So those who decided to become scien-
tists knew they would have a job."

As a company Merck demonstrates its
concern with this situation through sup-
por t  of  sc ient i f ic  educat ion.  ln  1990,
a lone,  i t  gave over  $11 mi l l ion.  The
company has always looked towards the
future and the need for high quality scien-
tif ic innovation, so the possibil i ty that
needed scientif ic talent may some day be
unavai lable is  t roubl ing.  " l t  isn ' t  good for
this industry, or this nation's competit ive
position in world markets," Dr. Vagelos
says.

"lt 's better to have universit ies and
inst i tu t ions of  h igher  learn ing growing
and prospering. They bring people to sci-
ence, produce more ideas to work from,
and train more people that we can re-
cruit." fi


