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JONES: OK, you were at UCSD, right, you had done a Ph.D. in chemistry, and you 1 

were doing a post-doc. At that time, what was your intended career path? Were you 2 

thinking about an academic career at that point? 3 

LAIKIND: Not necessarily. I’ve never been one to really plan my career path all that 4 

well. I just kind of, you know, went for what I thought was appropriate for me, and 5 

saw where it would take me. 6 

JONES: Why did you decide to do the Ph.D. in chemistry? 7 

LAIKIND: Well, that goes way back, I mean, I started off doing my undergraduate in 8 

math, and then was thinking of going to veterinary school, and decided that I wanted 9 

to research more, and decided that veterinary school wasn’t a great path to research, 10 

and so I went to biochemistry as an undergraduate degree, and then when I came to 11 

UCSD, there is no biochemistry department, biochemistry was part of chemistry, so I 12 

went into the chemistry group there, and continued on that. 13 

JONES: After you completed the Ph.D., you decided to do a post-doc here. Did you 14 

have other opportunities, did you consider other things? 15 

 LAIKIND: Yeah, I actually kind of fell into the post-doc a bit. It’s kind of an 16 

interesting story in that in my last year of my Ph.D. program, I came down with gout, 17 

which is very unusual for somebody my age and such, but you know, I had a classic 18 

case of gout in the big toe, and I found out that upstairs, Jay Seegmiller, who was a 19 

scientist at UCSD, was one of the world’s experts in gout, to describe the disease early 20 

on, and also I remember I went up and started talking to him about my gout, and we 21 

got along well, and he eventually asked me if I’d join his group to continue doing 22 
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research with him, and I said yes, so it was kind of an unusual way of segueing into a 23 

post-doctoral position, but that worked. 24 

JONES: Yeah, and what, precisely, were you doing, what kind of work? 25 

LAIKIND: Working on metabolism, various types of metabolic diseases, Lesch-26 

Nyhan’s disease [Seegmiller wrote a review article on Lesch-Nyhan’s syndrome and 27 

purine metabolism] and a form of purine autism, mainly involving purine and purine 28 

nucleosides and purine pathways. 29 

JONES: And, when did you meet Harry Gruber? 30 

LAIKIND: He was working in Seegmiller’s lab when I joined, and he and I, and one 31 

other scientist, actually, shared an office when I came there, so we got to know each 32 

other. We started working on some common projects together. 33 

JONES: And were these things that turned into the technology for Gensia? 34 

LAIKIND: Some of it, yeah. 35 

JONES: And what about Doug Jolly, was he around at this time, too? 36 

LAIKIND: Yeah, Doug Jolly was in a lab down the way from us, a different group, and 37 

he was working on gene transfer. Harry had started a program that I helped on, came 38 

in and worked on as well, in Lesch-Nyhan’s disease, and the idea of transferring the 39 

defective, the gene that codes for the defective protein in Lesch-Nyhan’s disease, 40 

using gene therapy to transfer that in, and we actually did the first transfer of a 41 

human gene into human cell lines, while we were at the university, and we published 42 

that in Science. So, Doug was in the group that was doing more the gene therapy side 43 

of it. We were in more the metabolic side, taking the constructs that they’d make and 44 

testing them to see if they were giving good HPRT [human hypoxanthine 45 

phosphoribosyltransferase] production. 46 

JONES: And around this time, it was starting to become pretty common that faculty 47 

would be involved with... 48 

LAIKIND: Not that common. 49 

JONES: This was ‘85? 50 
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LAIKIND: ‘84, ‘85. 51 

JONES: So, when did you start to have discussions about, you know, we have 52 

something here that we could start a company with? 53 

LAIKIND: Well, Harry had, we’d worked on acadesine, which was the drug that we 54 

first tried developing here at Gensia, while at the university, and in fact, Harry had 55 

filed a patent based on some of the data that we’d gotten on its ability to increase 56 

adenosine release. 57 

JONES: Was this Compound Q, is that what you were calling it? 58 

LAIKIND: Yes, that’s what we called it back then. It’s had a number of different 59 

names. Where did you get most of your information up to here, by the way? 60 

JONES: Well, I’ve been talking to, most of information about Gensia, I talked to 61 

Howard Birndorf, and he told me how he was involved in getting it off the ground, 62 

and you know, just reading stuff. 63 

LAIKIND: Anyway, we had done some work and hooked up with Bob Engler, who 64 

was a cardiologist who was interested in granucyte activation and such, and we had 65 

shown that this compound appeared to increase adenosine production, and 66 

adenosine had just been shown to have effects on granucyte activation and such, so 67 

we got Bob interested, and he worked with us to do some cardiovascular studies. 68 

Anyhow, Harry filed this patent, and we were looking at how we could take that 69 

patent and so something with it to help fund our research. About the same time, I 70 

was working on this purine autism project, and through some animal use forms or 71 

something, a newspaper picked up on the work, or a local news station, and they did 72 

some reports on how the work came out with Harry, and did some reports on our 73 

autism work, and there was a lawyer in town, Sam Alhadeff, whose son is autistic, 74 

who saw the reports and was very intrigued with what we were doing, and came to 75 

visit, and actually donated some money to help support our research, and such, and 76 

we got to know him, and he suggested, he asked us if there was, you know, another 77 

way to support the research, and we thought, he asked us if we ever thought about 78 

doing a company. And at the time, we had been, you know, Harry had the patent, he 79 

was considering going out to some companies, and we had actually gone out to a 80 

couple companies to talk to, I think at that time we visited Marion, but anyhow, Sam 81 

Alhadeff suggested doing a company, and we said, sure, we’d be interested, we didn’t 82 
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know much about it at that time, but he set us up with some of his friends, some 83 

local, you know, a bank president, a guy who came out of one of the big ten 84 

accounting firms, a physician who kind of reviewed what we were doing, and they 85 

ended putting up like a hundred thousand dollars to get us started. And that’s kind of 86 

how we got started. 87 

JONES: Yeah, do you remember talking to these people, how you represented what 88 

you were doing? How you tried to convince them? 89 

LAIKIND: Sure. The thing that I remember most was we went to a meeting, Sam 90 

called a meeting together, we actually met at Murray Galenson, who was the 91 

president of San Diego National Bank, we met at his office town. He brought with 92 

him Warren Kessler, who is a local urologist, a pretty smart guy, to kind of act as an 93 

advisor, you know, to help him understand the science, and then Sam was there, and 94 

I don’t think the others in the group were present at that point. Anyhow, so kind of 95 

presented the technology and all to them, and they were very enthusiastic, in fact, 96 

Warren Kessler was very excited by it, and he said, ‘I don’t know about you, but I’d 97 

invest in this.’ And it kind of took off from there. 98 

JONES: So, what did you then do with the first $100,000? 99 

LAIKIND: It took a while to get it in because, you know, we had to set up the 100 

company, and we had to, you know, start working at it, but, you know, at the time, 101 

we thought it was a lot of money, obviously we learned quickly that it wasn’t, but, you 102 

know, we used to just kind of start getting rolling a little bit, you know, we started to 103 

look for, we realized that we had to look for me, and so we used it to start looking for 104 

more, we started talking to venture capitalists a bit, and... 105 

JONES: And with your initial investors, did you form a board, and were these people 106 

giving you advice on what to do? 107 

LAIKIND: Sure, Dick Lavinthal, who was another one of that group, who, you know, 108 

came out of the family that was, the accounting firm, he helped us. He went with us 109 

to meet with accountants. We met with various accounting groups to find out which 110 

is the best accounting group to start working with, and so forth. And then, Samuel 111 

Haddif introduced us to a lawyer in a New York firm, who started working with us, he 112 

had a lot of venture capital experience, and stuff, and he gave us advice in that area, 113 
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and so we started, so yeah, they gave us, I can’t remember if we actually formed the 114 

formal board or not. I don’t think we did. 115 

JONES: Now, at this time, you were still at UCSD doing the post-doc? 116 

LAIKIND: Well, actually, I did a post-doc for a while, and then I was offered a, it’s 117 

essentially a junior faculty research track position, not a tenure-track, a research 118 

track, and I took that. So, somewhere in there, I can’t remember when, I transitioned 119 

from post-doc to actually faculty. 120 

JONES: So, at this point, you were still doing this part-time, basically? 121 

LAIKIND: Absolutely. 122 

JONES: Then, how did you get in touch with Howard Birndorf? 123 

LAIKIND: That’s a little ways down the line, actually. 124 

JONES: OK. 125 

LAIKIND: Basically, Howard, I love Howard, Howard’s a great guy, and he and I go 126 

way back, and you know, Howard’s quite a character. He sometimes, I believe, takes 127 

more credit for forming Gensia than maybe he deserves, and I’ve taken him to task on 128 

that, so I’m not worried if he hears this or not. But he was certainly very helpful, 129 

though, 130 

JONES: One thing I’ve found that this is a sort of currency, credit for these various 131 

companies, and actually, I’ve come across some arguments about, you know... 132 

LAIKIND: Sure, Sure. Before Howard, we went to a local venture firm here in town 133 

that we met, we met one of the people, what was his name? Kip Hallinan or 134 

something like that, who represented, now I’m going to blank on the name of the 135 

venture firm, I can find it if I need to, but anyhow, it was a local venture firm here in 136 

town, and we talked to them, and they said, ‘Oh yeah, this sounds interesting. One of 137 

the principals was Brad Gordon, who ended up working for Viagene eventually, but 138 

Brad worked for this firm, and it was his responsibility to kind of do due diligence on 139 

us, and decide whether this was a good investment for them, and they also brought in 140 

another firm, Fairfield Ventures, Ned Olivier, around that time, and wanted to kind 141 

of do it with him, with their firms doing it together. And our New York lawyer was 142 
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advising against it, he said these were too lightweight, you know, this is a lightweight 143 

firm, you shouldn’t do it. But we thought we knew what we were doing, so we started 144 

working with this firm, and we spent months working with Brad Gordon, you know, 145 

and I’ve said it many times, he was absolutely anal in the way he did due diligence. I 146 

mean he had these sheets, long lists, I still have them, of questions and all, and it was 147 

great for us, because, in a sense, it was like going to school on starting a business, 148 

because, you know, by the nature of the all questions he was asking us, of course that 149 

showed us what people were interested in, and what we needed to be focusing on. So, 150 

you know, we went through this process with him and learned a hell of a lot about 151 

what it was we were actually trying to do. And that firm decided that they wanted to 152 

make an investment and about that time, they folded. The whole firm went under, 153 

and so, you know, Fairfield walked away, too, because they didn’t know what was 154 

happening, so we were kind of left high and dry. At that point, we went to the New 155 

York lawyer, and said, “OK, we’re in your hands, you know, find us venture 156 

capitalists.’ He sent it out to a number of groups. I also Brook Byers at that point, 157 

called him up, and luckily got through to him, and said, you know, ‘This is something 158 

you should look at.’ And Brook’s view, because ‘Hey, I’ve made a lot of money off the 159 

university, I’ll certainly talk to anybody who comes out of there, and that’s when we 160 

got hooked up with Howard, because Brook and Howard go way back, and Brook 161 

said, ‘Listen, it sounds interesting. Here’s what I’d like you to do. I’d like you to meet 162 

with Howard Birndorf and Tom Adams. Tom Adams was at Hybritech, as well. Sit 163 

down with those guys and tell them your story. If they like it, then I’ll like it.’ So, 164 

that’s when we met Howard, and you know, Howard was certainly very helpful back 165 

then, and once we got the deal with the venture capitalists set up, which took a long 166 

time, we had Howard on the board, really as Brook’s surrogate. Brook decided not to 167 

sit on the board, and put Howard on the board. And yeah, Howard was extremely 168 

helpful, and I don’t want to say anything negative, and I used to go to Howard if I 169 

needed some advice. I’d go to him often, you know, sit with him and talk things over, 170 

and all. He was not a founder of the company, though, by any stretch of the 171 

imagination. 172 

JONES: He never indicated that. 173 

LAIKIND: It comes out in newspaper articles all the time that he was one of the 174 

founders, but he wasn’t. But he was very helpful, and I certainly feel we owe a lot to 175 

Howard. So that’s kind of where we met Howard, so Howard came in after quite a 176 

number of, you know, layers, I guess, of the company, had already been laid down. 177 
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JONES: What other kinds of diligence did Kleiner-Perkins do besides Howard and 178 

Tom Adams? 179 

LAIKIND: I think that was probably a big part of Kleiner-Perkins diligence. We 180 

certainly went up there a couple times, and Kleiner-Perkins actually came down, 181 

Brook came down and wanted to do the deal himself, and we had, actually, a very 182 

memorable dinner with him, where he put an offer on the table where he would be 183 

the principal venture capitalist, and really do the initial funding, and later take it out 184 

to other venture capitalists. We didn’t think it was the right deal for us. We rejected 185 

it, and Howard was jumping mad at us. He couldn’t believe that we would turn down 186 

a Brook Byers deal. 187 

JONES: Was that because they would have had too much control? 188 

LAIKIND: He was using a formula that had worked in the past for him, and for 189 

others, and his arguments were bad, which is basically, he puts in a relatively small 190 

amount of money, a half million, a million dollars, takes sixty percent of the company 191 

right off the bat, OK, and his argument is, you know, he was kind of the golden child 192 

of venture capital at that time, he still is a lot of ways in biotech venture capital, so his 193 

argument was, ‘Yeah, you’re giving me a lot for a little, right now, but because I’m 194 

involved and, you know, we’ll get this thing in shape, and when we go out for the 195 

next round, you know, we’ll sell it at a much higher price, so the overall dilution of 196 

your shares won’t be that bad, OK, versus doing it another way. But we didn’t like 197 

that idea. So, actually, it was a little bit of an uphill battle after that to keep Brook in 198 

the deal, because we’d kind of turned down his deal, so now we had to convince him 199 

that there was another structure that would be good for him. There was also kind of a 200 

battle going on concerning who would lead the deal between Domain, Jim Blair, and 201 

Kleiner-Perkins, Brook Byers. 202 

JONES: And did you get very involved in that, or was that basically between them? 203 

LAIKIND: Certainly, I got involved in the sense of, you know, talking to them, telling 204 

them who we thought was important and why, and we were OK with either one of 205 

them. It was kind of frustrating because it delayed the deal quite a long time, so we 206 

were trying to push them to make the decision, and get this thing going, and actually, 207 

one of the other venture capitalists, Dick Schneider, who had come into the deal 208 

through 3i Ventures, he actually finally set these two down and said, ‘You guys need 209 

to make a decision so we can get on with this.’ 210 
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JONES: And what was the decision? 211 

LAIKIND: Jim Blair led the deal. 212 

JONES: So, when you had that funding in place, you had a lot to work with at that 213 

point, what was the next step, what did you do then? 214 

LAIKIND: Well, the way we had set up the funding and proposed it to the venture 215 

capitalists, which eventually led them to accept, which was kind of a neat concept at 216 

the time, and which they’ve used a lot since, was the idea that they’d give us a, I think 217 

they gave us initially, like $600,000, I can’t remember exactly, but a relatively small 218 

amount of money initially, for a small amount of stock -- I think they took like 20% -- 219 

and then we guaranteed them the ability to step up their amount of stock at a higher 220 

valuation if we met certain milestones, and those milestones were to show safety on 221 

acadesine, to put a development plan in place, to hire a CEO, and hire a person to do 222 

the development, and there may have been one more milestone, but we had a series 223 

of milestones that we set for ourselves, that if we achieved those milestones, then 224 

they would put in an additional larger chunk of cash at a better valuation. So, when 225 

they actually made their investment in Gensia, the first investment, is when I left the 226 

university and went out and set up an office. We had a two-room suite with a big 227 

warehouse in the back where we put up some HPLCs and stuff, and so that’s 228 

essentially when I left the university to start the company. 229 

JONES: Did you move through the milestones pretty consistently after that? Did the 230 

deal work the way it was planned? 231 

LAIKIND: Yeah, we did. We hired David Hale, and other things like that. 232 

JONES: So, did you really get more involved in the business end at this point, almost 233 

at the beginning? 234 

LAIKIND: Yeah, well, early on, when Harry and I were setting up the company, at 235 

first we were both out kind of chasing money, you know, chasing the investors and 236 

stuff, and pretty soon, it was taking a while, and pretty soon, we realized that if we 237 

both did that, nobody was concentrating on the science anymore, and we both had 238 

jobs at the university and responsibilities there, you know, at the university, doing 239 

science is more than just an eight hour job, generally, and we were treating like it was 240 

an eight-hour job, in a sense. And so, we decided early on that Harry should go, and 241 



Interview conducted by Mark Jones on May 14, 1997 

you know, really concentrate on the science, making sure the science kept 242 

progressing forward and stuff, and I would concentrate on raising the money and 243 

getting the company set up, and I would be the one who would leave the university 244 

and go out and set it up. So, from the very beginning, you know, I concentrated more 245 

on the business issues and getting the money in and setting up the company. Oh, the 246 

other milestone was getting the license from the university, so that’s what I did. 247 

JONES: So this particular division of labor, did this reflect the fact that Harry was sort 248 

of the senior scientist? I mean, you’re taking a risk with your scientific career, right? 249 

LAIKIND: Absolutely. 250 

JONES: Well, if Gensia doesn’t work out, how did you perceive that risk? Did you 251 

have second thoughts -- should I walk away from the...? 252 

LAIKIND: No, I don’t think so. I think Harry and I were both very entrepreneurial, 253 

and you know, like I said at the beginning, I’ve never really planned my life, it’s been 254 

more, you know, ‘Gee, this just seems like the right path,’ and so this was kind of 255 

being in the right place at the right time and recognizing it, and taking advantage of 256 

it. But, you know, I didn’t have any second thoughts or anything. I thought this 257 

would be exciting new thing to learn and I had enough confidence in myself to be 258 

able to do this, and if it didn’t work out, to do something else. 259 

JONES: What was the licensing deal like? This was eleven, twelve years ago, what was 260 

it like dealing with the administration then? 261 

LAIKIND: Both, certainly for the license, and just in general, you know, back then, 262 

the administration had still not really come to an understanding of what its role 263 

should be, or what it should do with regards to faculty getting involved in companies, 264 

especially when it comes to licensing university technology to those companies, you 265 

know, there are all these conflict of interest rules, but when you really get down to it, 266 

there were very few written rules about this, and it was very difficult to get to the 267 

bottom of what exactly, you know, the policies were with regards to this, and so we 268 

had to talk to a number of people about potential conflicts of interest. It was pretty 269 

tough back then to do stuff with the university, and I think that if you talk to the 270 

university, those people would probably be the first to admit that they really didn’t 271 

make it very easy back then for people to do this type of thing. So, there was a lot of 272 

back and forth with the university with regards to conflicts of interest and such, more 273 
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so with Harry than me, I think, because Harry was on a tenure track versus myself 274 

being on the research track, and so I think they were much more concerned with 275 

conflicts with Harry than with me, plus he was an inventor on the patent. So, we 276 

worked through that, and talked to a lot of university people and all, and could never 277 

really get to the bottom of what was required of us. We went through a couple of 278 

conflict of interest committee groups, and stuff, to review it, and finally they signed 279 

off on it, and then came negotiation the license, which was another fairly long, drawn 280 

out process at that time. But we licensed it. 281 

JONES: Do you recall what the deal was? What the university received? 282 

LAIKIND: It was, I can’t remember what they got. I think they got a little bit up 283 

front, not a lot. They got, it’s a royalty bearing license, maybe it had certain diligence 284 

provisions, and some minimum royalties, which we’ve been paying now for some 285 

time, but you know, it was in the range of, I don’t know exactly what it was. 286 

JONES: What were the circumstances surrounding David Hale coming? 287 

LAIKIND: We actually saw David, we went to a CONNECT meeting on raising 288 

capital, venture capital, and David was one of the speakers, and spoke on raising 289 

money and stuff. Actually, it was the same meeting where we met the venture 290 

capitalists, the local guys. So, we heard David at that meeting, so I called CONNECT 291 

after that meeting, and said, ‘We’re a couple of young guys, we’re starting a company, 292 

and we’d really like to talk to David Hale, can you arrange it?’ And so, they did, they 293 

arranged for us to meet with him, and we went over and met with David, kind of 294 

informally, we just, you know, told him what we were doing and what we were 295 

looking for, and he just kind of gave us some advice. He suggested some people that 296 

we might talk to, and he agreed to give our names to a couple of people. So, it was 297 

very helpful, and thereafter, he agreed to meet with us periodically, you know, and we 298 

met with him maybe once every month or two. Actually, I knew Sarah, his secretary, 299 

socially, which really helped a lot in terms of getting in to see David. She would make 300 

sure that we got on his schedule. So we met informally with him a number of times. 301 

When we were actually setting up the company, for instance, when we brought Ron 302 

Tuttle, who was one of our first employees, who came in as a vice-president of drug 303 

discovery, you know, we asked David to interview him, and stuff like that. So, he was 304 

helping us out. At the time, we had no concept of him joining the company, we just 305 

thought he was a nice guy who was helping out the local community. But then, when 306 
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we were actually looking for a CEO, we interviewed a lot of people for the CEO 307 

position, and we had not yet found anyone who we were really satisfied with, and 308 

about that time was when, or some time before that was when, or some time before 309 

that, the Lilly acquisition of Hybritech happened, and so, during that period, one of 310 

the venture capitalists said, ‘You know, I think David Hale is probably looking 311 

around.’ And in fact, he was, and we asked him if he was interested in our company. 312 

And so he said, ‘Well, geez, let’s talk.’ So we talked to him, actually Jim Blair was 313 

really helpful, he got involved in that, too, and David ended up joining the company. 314 

JONES: Do you remember discussions with him. Do you have an inkling of why he 315 

decided to come here? In talking to him, did he express that? 316 

LAIKIND: Yes. I think he was, you know he came into Hybritech after it was already 317 

a company. It still was pretty small, had not accomplished a lot of the things that 318 

were accomplished while he was there, but you know, it was already up and running, 319 

and the strategy was already pretty much set, and he came in, and I think did a great 320 

job of implementing and building the company and eventually selling it to Lilly. The 321 

other position that he was being recruited for at the time, I know, was Gen-Probe, 322 

and you know, that was similar to Hybritech, it was already set-up, established, and I 323 

think he saw Gensia as a chance to really come in on ground floor before all the 324 

strategy is set, and really, be a major part of setting the strategic goals, and you know, 325 

starting from ground zero. You know, we had been operating for six months or 326 

something like that, and he would certainly agree, we were looking to the CEO to 327 

come in and really set the tone for the company. You know, one of the things that I 328 

think Harry and I were good about, which, really, a lot of entrepreneurs are not, was 329 

to recognize where our strengths and weaknesses were, and we recognized, you 330 

know, that we really needed someone with a lot of business experience. So, I think 331 

that was a big motivation for him choosing Gensia. 332 

JONES: And there was never any question for you, that, you know, if you could get 333 

David Hale to come, because of his track record and experience, if you could get 334 

him...?  335 

LAIKIND:  I don’t know. We interviewed him just like we interviewed everybody 336 

else, and made sure that we felt he was a good fit with the company, and talked to a 337 

lot of his references and people who knew him, so yeah, it wasn’t like this guy up on 338 

this pedestal somewhere, and if we can get him, we’ll take him, no questions asked, 339 
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we knew, from our discussions with him, we were very impressed with him, but we 340 

treated him like any other candidate coming in, and I think, you know, put him 341 

through the whole process. 342 

JONES: And a lot of it had to do with, you felt that you could personally work with 343 

him on an extended basis? 344 

LAIKIND: Yeah, and I think, also, you know David is an incredible networked, you 345 

know, he was certainly back then, and still, he was tied into the biotech community 346 

like no one else was, you know, he had an incredible network, and that was very 347 

impressive. And also, I liked David’s style. I still like David’s style. You know, I would 348 

say David, if it’s, you know, ‘you take the high road, I’ll take the low road,’ David will 349 

always take the high road. It’s the risky road, but he’ll take the high road, rather than 350 

the low-risk, low road. And, you know, that’s an attitude that I like. A lot of people 351 

would take the low road, the low-risk way. I’d rather go for high-risk, high-reward. 352 

JONES: When you’re setting this up, the first thing you have to do, I guess, after 353 

getting the management in place is set up an R&D operation, because, at the 354 

beginning, that’s basically what it is, right? And you guys have experience in 355 

academic settings, and I guess at this time, there are not a lot of models in the 356 

biotech industry. How did you go about doing it?  357 

LAIKIND: A lot of it was dictated by the technology. I mean, we knew where the 358 

technology needed to go, and the types of experiments, the type of technology we 359 

needed to build into the company. So a lot of what we needed to build was dictated 360 

by what the technology needed. We also brought in Ron Tuttle about that time, the 361 

inventor of dobutamine at Eli Lilly, and you know, had been in the key 362 

pharmaceuticals in the company and had been involved in watching that build up, so 363 

he could certainly give us some insight, and David Hale himself, of course, knew a 364 

thing or two about that. In terms of the actual physical plant, we were lucky enough 365 

that, Molecular Biosystems, at just about the time that we were getting ready to set 366 

up the lab, they were moving into their new facility on Sorrento Mesa, and vacating 367 

labs they had built in Sorrento Valley, that were right next door to where I had set up 368 

the original offices, and so we were able to sublease that lab space, so we kind of 369 

moved into, they were pretty crude actually, by today’s standards, but we moved into 370 

some completely established, built out lab space, and kind of hit the ground running 371 
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when it came to that. So, you know, it was just kind of a combination of learning as 372 

we go, I guess. 373 

JONES: How did you go about recruiting researchers? How did you target people? 374 

LAIKIND: Some of the researchers actually came out of the university, people we 375 

knew at the university who were working on the projects with us, and stuff, and 376 

decided to join the company. We got a few like that. Some of the people that we 377 

knew from our past work, not necessarily that had worked with us on these projects, 378 

but, for instance, David Bullow, who was a post-doc when I was doing my graduate 379 

work at the university in the same lab I was in. I got to know him, and he was a very 380 

good enzymologist, and we had some enzymology issues, so we recruited him. You 381 

know, that type of thing, and that kind of built the core group, and then we also used 382 

very traditional methods of advertising, and also, the same way with any venture 383 

business, or any business in general, if you have areas that you need expertise in, you 384 

generally know of the people that are experts in that area around the country, and so, 385 

you know, some of those we recruited from afar to come and work with us. 386 

JONES: And how did you try to persuade them to come? Did everybody get a piece of 387 

the company? 388 

LAIKIND: Yeah, everybody who joined the company, right down to the dishwasher, 389 

got stock in the company. Back then, they got actual shares in the company. Now 390 

they get options, but obviously back then, they get a lot more than they do now. 391 

JONES: And you’re trying to get people that are established in their academic careers, 392 

this is a risky thing, was it difficult to get certain people? 393 

LAIKIND: Some just won’t leave, and others do. Some people we got came from 394 

other companies to us. It wasn’t just academia. But, you know, those are always 395 

personal decisions that people have to make. As long they are allowed to do good 396 

science, then..... There are a lot of people in academia, their goal is to get out into 397 

industry because there is only a small percentage of the people that can stay in 398 

academia just because not enough positions are available. 399 

JONES: Let me ask just one more thing. Viagene got spun off almost immediately. 400 

What were the circumstances surrounding that? Why did you decide to do that? 401 



Interview conducted by Mark Jones on May 14, 1997 

LAIKIND: Well, when we were setting up the company, you know, we had these two 402 

ideas for the company, this adenosine regulating technology that was embodied by 403 

acadesine, and we also believed that gene therapy was an exciting event. Back then, 404 

nobody was talking about gene therapy in terms of a commercial technology, or very 405 

few were. It was a very new idea, but we had some ideas and filed some patents on 406 

some commercial applications in gene therapy that we thought were exciting. So, 407 

when we went to the venture capitalists, you know, we talked to them about both 408 

technologies, and most of the venture capitalists were actually more excited about 409 

the adenosine technology at that time. Like I said, gene therapy was still a very 410 

unknown quantity, and I think they could understand the adenosine technology 411 

better. So, you know, the venture capitalists initially said, ‘Listen, you can’t do both of 412 

these things in the same company. It’s crazy. You have to choose one to get us to go 413 

with one of these, and we’ll invest in it.’ And we were very stubborn, and said, ‘No, we 414 

think they’re both exciting, and both should be continued.’ And Doug Jolly, at that 415 

time, actually left and went to INSERM in France. You know, he was kind of out of 416 

the picture, but we were still pushing the gene therapy part of it, and so, finally, the 417 

venture capitalists relented and said, ‘OK, we’ll fund this thing with both 418 

technologies.’ So, they did, but the very first board meeting, which we actually had in 419 

Howard Birndorf’s kitchen, they said to Harry and I, “OK, we’ve funded this thing, 420 

now you need to go away and come back to us at the next board meeting and tell us 421 

how you’re going to pursue both of these technologies, how are you going to fund 422 

them, how are you going to pursue both of them at the same time.’ And so we went 423 

away, and we spent a lot of time discussing and evaluating those, and we came back 424 

at the next meeting and said, ‘Well, here’s the thing. We think we should split it off 425 

into a new company. You’re right we probably shouldn’t do these both in the same 426 

company, but we do think it’s very valuable. We should split it off.’ So, they agreed, 427 

and then it took us quite a long time to actually do that, to get them to step up to the 428 

plat and actually put the funding in place to start this new company. And also, I had 429 

to get Doug Jolly back into the picture at that point, so I spent a lot of time in France 430 

trying to talk Doug Jolly into coming back and working with us at Viagene, and he 431 

eventually did. 432 

JONES: Why had he left in the first place? 433 

LAIKIND: Well, I don’t think he ever really thought we were going to get a company 434 

started, and we were talking to him about starting a company, and telling him that 435 

we were going to do this, and that we’d like him to participate if we get if off the 436 
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ground. And, you know, it takes a long time, and I don’t think he every fully believed 437 

it. Our wives never believed it, why should he, you know? And he got this offer, 438 

essentially a lifetime position at INSERM in France, and he decided to take it, and he 439 

left and took it. So, once we actually got the company started, and then I went over 440 

and started talking to him about spinning off Viagene into its own company, and 441 

then he started seeing that it was real, and he actually came back and met with some 442 

of the venture capitalists, and we eventually talked him into it, giving up this lifetime 443 

position at INSERM and coming back. And I think that was a pretty bold step on his 444 

part, you know, coming back and working with Viagene. 445 

JONES: Well, after he had left initially, did you have people in mind, because you 446 

guys, your expertise was not in gene therapy.... 447 

LAIKIND: Not directly. I mean, we had some expertise in that area. We had worked 448 

on it. We had good ideas in the area, but we had a couple of people who had worked 449 

with Doug, who were interested in working with us, but you know, a key to getting 450 

that project off the ground was either getting Doug back, or we could have potentially 451 

gone after somebody else if we really wanted to, but we were comfortable working 452 

with him. 453 
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