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Conversations with Giants in Medicine

On the occasion of the 100th birthday of the JCI, the living editors in chief of the Journal of Clinical Investigation (Table 1)
were asked to reflect on their time as editors and their favorite memories. The full video is available on the JCI website at
https://www.jci.org/videos/cgms, and the unedited entirety of the editors answering each question is available on the JCI
YouTube channel at https://www.youtube.com/@jclininvest. JCI: How did you come to be the JCI editor in chief (EiC)?
Stuart Kornfeld: It was a fluke. Phil Majerus, who was the EiC, was elected to be president of the ASCI. He stepped down
and | was the closest person to him. | volunteered to do it while he was doing presidency at ASCI. It turned out it was a lot
of fun. A lot of work, but a lot of fun. Joseph Avruch: | had a great time serving as a JCI associate and interim editor,
primarily because the weekly meetings were actually fun, in comparison to the mostly grim, boring, or simply deadly
nature of nearly all other administrative conclaves. Tom Stossel set the tone, which was informal and nonstuffy, but
scientifically rigorous and entirely respectful of the manuscripts under review. The JCI then had a reputation for publishing
high-quality, well-defended biochemical/physiological research that was, broadly speaking, clinically relevant; however,
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Conversations with ]Cl editors in chief

On the occasion of the 100th birthday
of the JCI, the living editors in chief of the
Journal of Clinical Investigation (Table 1)
were asked to reflect on their time as editors
and their favorite memories. The full video
is available on the JCI website at https://
www.jci.org/videos/cgms, and the unedited
entirety of the editors answering each ques-
tion is available on the JCI YouTube channel
at https://www.youtube.com/@jclininvest.

JCI: How did you come to be the JCI
editor in chief (EiC)?

Stuart Kornfeld: It was a fluke. Phil
Majerus, who was the EiC, was elected to
be president of the ASCI. He stepped down
and I was the closest person to him. I vol-
unteered to do it while he was doing presi-
dency at ASCI. It turned out it was a lot of
fun. A lot of work, but a lot of fun.

Joseph Avruch: I had a great time serv-
ing as a JCI associate and interim editor,
primarily because the weekly meetings
were actually fun, in comparison to the
mostly grim, boring, or simply deadly
nature of nearly all other administrative
conclaves. Tom Stossel set the tone, which
was informal and nonstuffy, but scientifi-
cally rigorous and entirely respectful of the
manuscripts under review. The JCI then
had a reputation for publishing high-qual-
ity, well-defended biochemical /physiolog-
ical research that was, broadly speaking,
clinically relevant; however, the JCI did
not attract work that authors considered
“hot” or really novel. Nevertheless, the dis-
cussion among the associate editors of the
papers, the reviews, and the relevant field
were lively and wide ranging and great-
ly amplified the interest and value of the
meetings for the editors themselves.

Bruce Scharschmidt: I didn’t apply; I
didn’t volunteer. I got a phone call in 1985
from Dr. Joe Goldstein, who was then pres-
ident of the ASCI. Later that year became
a Nobel Prize winner. He asked me if T was
willing to serve as editor. I have no idea
what the selection process involved, per-
haps a council of elders followed by a puff
of white smoke.
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Ajit Varki: It was a most unexpected hon-
or and at a relatively early stage of my career.
As T understand it, my selection as editor
was the first time there was an advertised
opening in a national competition. Many
institutions responded with letters of intent,
but since the existing editorial office was at
UCSEF, no other UC schools were intending
to apply. But the leaders at UCSD suggested
that I should apply just to make us look good.
I initially demurred but agreed when I was
assured privately that I would not have any
chance since I was a foreigner.

Paul Insel: When UCSD was consider-
ing applying, I volunteered Ajit, as I knew
he would be perfect for this. After he was
picked, he said, “You are the one that got
me into this, so you will be one of the asso-
ciate editors.” About three or four years in,
Ajit was asked to be the acting director of
the cancer center, so I had to serve as EiC.

Stephen Weiss: I had gotten calls from
the chairman of medicine’s office encour-
aging me to apply and the second time the
chair — Tachi Yamada — said, “Have you
rethought about entering the lottery to see
if you could become the next JCI editor
and bring it to Michigan?” And very quick-
ly, I said, “No, I thought about this before,
but I think this is going to be so disruptive
to my academic career that this is probably
not the best choice for me.” There was a
pause, and they said (it was one of Yama-
da’s representatives), “No, no, you don’t
understand, Steve. Dr. Yamada is not ask-
ing you if you’re interested in doing this.
He is telling you, you have to do it.”

Andrew Marks: I can’t really remember
exactly what drove me to do this, but there
was a family connection. My dad [Paul
Marks] had been the JCI editor, so I was very
familiar with the journal, and it felt like it
was a good time to bring it back to Columbia.
And I'think most exciting to me was the idea
of working closely with a really great group
of colleagues, getting to know them better
and sharing science with them. I think those
were the motivating factors. Of course, I had
no idea what I was getting myself'into.
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Laurence Turka: The call for editor-
ships came out in the fall of 2005, and at
that point, I had been at Penn for 11 years,
so I knew people pretty well and I was fair-
ly well connected. T had also been the renal
division chief for seven years; I don’t like to
do things for too long. I was already think-
ing, what am I going to do next? I thought
this editorship could really be a lot of fun
together with great colleagues at Penn.

Howard Rockman: A number of my
colleagues noticed the request for applica-
tion, and we got together and they encour-
aged the application from Duke. And they
thought at the time that I would be a strong
candidate; we could put together a very
strong board. Almost everyone that we
approached was really excited to do it.

Gordon Tomaselli: Hopkins was really
quite keen on hosting the JCI. We’d never
hosted it before, and I was asked by then
Dean Paul Rothman to assemble a team
and put together an application. I was a
little bit reluctant. My area of research
wasn’t one that was highly featured in the
JCI. In fact, at the time, I think I'd pub-
lished one paper in the JCI, although sub-
mitted a number more. And moreover, of
the prior four editors, three of them were
researchers in cardiovascular disease. So I
thought this wasn’t really gonna work out,
but it did.

Rexford Ahima: Happenstance. I had
spent many years at Penn and had served
asanassociate editor under Larry Turka. In
2016, I came to Hopkins to lead the endo-
crine division and serve as a Bloomberg
Distinguished Professor. In 2017, Gordon
Tomaselli became the EiC and asked me
to serve as his deputy editor together with
Arturo Casadevall. Things went well for
a year, and then Gordon decided to step
down and move to Einstein. I decided to
step up, and we had to go through an inter-
view process with the ASCI board.

Elizabeth McNally: I had a longstand-
ing interest in the JCI. I was a former
president of the ASCI and as a long-time
author in the JCI, I have always sent what
was our best work to the JCI. It is a jour-
nal that has meant a lot to me because it’s
where I like to publish things. It’s where
I like to read things. When I first applied,
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Table 1. JCl editors in chief since 1924

G. Canby Robinson 1924-1927
J. Harold Austin 1928-1934
Randolph West 1935-1940
James L. Gamble 1941-1946
Eugene B. Ferris 1947-1951
Stanley E. Bradley 1952-1956
Philip K. Bondy 1957-1961
Arnold S. Relman 1962-1966
Paul A. Marks 1967-1970
DeWitt S. Goodman 1971-1972
Jean D. Wilson 1972-1977
Philip W. Majerus 1977-1981
Stuart Kornfeld 1981-1982
Thomas P. Stossel 1982-1985
Joseph Avruch 1986-1987
Bruce F. Scharschmidt 1987-1992
Ajit P. Varki 1992-1996
Paul A. Insel 1996-1997
Martin F. Kagnoff 1996-1997
Stephen J. Weiss 1997-2002
Andrew R. Marks 2002-2007
Laurence A. Turka 2007-2012
Howard A. Rockman 2012-2017
Gordon F. Tomaselli 2017-2018
Rexford S. Ahima 2018-2022
Elizabeth M. McNally 2022-2027

Those in blue have passed away.

Vanderbilt University

University of Pennsylvania
Presbyterian Hospital, New York City
Harvard University

Cincinnati General Hospital
Columbia University

Yale University

Harvard University

Columbia University

Columbia University

University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center
Washington University, St. Louis
Washington University, St. Louis
Harvard University

Harvard University

University of California, San Francisco
University of California, San Diego
University of California, San Diego
University of California, San Diego
University of Michigan

Columbia University

University of Pennsylvania

Duke University

Johns Hopkins University

Johns Hopkins University
Northwestern University

I was at the time moving from Universi-
ty of Chicago to Northwestern and it was
one of the things I pitched to the dean at
the time saying, “If I come, I really want
to apply to be EiC and I hope I have your
support to do it.”

JCI: What was the publishing land-
scape like when you took over as EiC?

Kornfeld:It’samazing howit’s changed.
Each subspecialty had its own journal, but
the JCI'had the reputation of being above all
those and was competitive at that time, I
think, even with Science and Nature, which
were considered the top general journals.

Scharschmidt: Open access was just
being contemplated; we didn’t have
today’s myriad of journals. The tectonic
plates of publishing were starting to move,
and we were about a decade into the new
era of molecular genetics and medicine.
The competition was becoming increas-
ingly fierce and crowded for that new
work: Cell Press had just been spun off.
Science and Nature were going after that
work. Nature Genetics was born during the
time of our tenure.

Insel: At that time, the JCI was the king
of translational research. During the UCSD
days, Nature Medicine was launched and
they were a major challenge for the JCI.

Weiss: Nature had launched already
Nature Medicine and Nature Genetics. So we
already knew there was almost too much
competition. So we thought hard about
how to increase the profile and visibility of
the journal.

Marks: JCI was one of the first journals to
really venture into open access and to cham-
pion that. It was the biggest change that
occurred around that time in scientific pub-
lishing and was obviously very important.

Turka: In 2007, open access was hotly
debated. We were open access, but peo-
ple had to pay to help support the journal.
That was a model that made the JCI bud-
get livable.

Impact factor was a huge issue. We
were getting top-tier papers, but I was nev-
er under the illusion that we were always
everyone’s first-choice journal, but we
were many people’s first-choice journal.
I was always very proud of what we pub-
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lished, but what engendered a lot of dis-
cussion among the editorial board is what’s
the purpose of the JCI. Is it to have a high
impact factor, or is it to publish as many
good science papers as we can?

Rockman: It was an interesting time.
We started our tenure in 2012, and it was
my opinion at the time that many editors
of journals, of some journals, felt that it
was their job to operate as gatekeepers,
as if the science and the scientific process
needed protection from bad actors. It was
a time where issues of reproducibility had
surfaced, and there was also the rise of the
sleuths scouring the literature for potential
malfeasance. As editor, I had a different
view. I set out a culture on the board where
we’d publish science that was rigorous and
advanced knowledge, but we aimed to limit
excessive experimentation.

Tomaselli: A year before we started,
Howard Rockman started JCI Insight. He
wound up manning that with a team from
Duke for about three and a half years, well
into our term, before he turned it over to
Kathy Collins at the University of Michi-
gan. So the biomedical landscape was con-
tinuing to evolve. There weren’t as many
so-called daughter journals as there are
now, but they were increasing in number,
seemed like every week there was a new
daughter journal that was popping up.
Towards the end of our term, JCI became
fully open access. The other thing that was
happening was preprint repositories like
bioRxiv were maturing. MedRxiv in 2019
became kind of established.

JCI: Do you have any favorite personal
memories of your time as EiC?

Kornfeld: What I remember is the cama-
raderie. We all realized we were in for a lot
of work, but we were happy to do it. We all
felt that we learned a lot about medicine and
how to do research and various techniques,
which we would not have gotten without
being on this board.

Scharschmidt: We had some staff per-
fectly tailored to thatjob. There was a young
Irish woman with a charming lilt in her
voice. She was the one who called to solicit
the reviewers. No one could say no to her.
Everybody said, sure, I'll review that paper,
but when it was time to get the review back
and we didn’t have it, we had another guy in
the office, actually a charming fellow, really
warm heart, but he’d been an ex-Israeli mil-
itary pilot. And he could be pretty fearsome
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on the phone. And those reviewers listened
and they responded. So as a result, we got
fewer excuses for late reviews, but some
were real doozies and they were so good
that I actually read them aloud at the annu-
al meeting when I was giving my report: “I
took the manuscript to a meeting in Europe,
and I couldn’t find a typewriter.” “I lost the
manuscript on the New York state thru-
way.” “I lost the manuscript in the men’s
room.” “Ilost the manuscript in the Pleisto-
cene layer on my desk.”

Varki: My favorite memory is that of
introducing the JCI free online in the ear-
ly days of the internet. Prior editors such
as Phil Majerus and Bruce Scharschmidt
had put away invested funds in a rainy-
day account. I continued this account and
luckily got us out of the market just before
the dot-com crash. This fund approached
enough that I could release the JCI on the
web as free access to everyone. I didn’t
realize that I had actually created some-
thing which would later many years be
called open access. People have forgotten
that JCI did it first.

Insel: We developed a shorthand, which
was, “NFU” or “not for us,” and we would
immediately be able to reject out of hand,
NFU. There was also a story that Wash U EiC
Phil Majerus had handled a paper where-
in there had been a split decision and so he
secretly became reviewer three and criti-
cized the paper considerably. The authors
came back saying they could address the
concerns of reviewers one and two, but
reviewer three was an idiot and didn’t know
what he was talking about. Majerus respond-
ed with some version of “F you!” We used to
call that the “Phil Majerus response” that we
would sometimes say in our meetings but we
never said that to any author.

Marks: The biggest impact for me per-
sonally was probably my famous Big Leb-
owski editorial. When I look back on that
I think it did serve a purpose by energizing
thought around how we can make the NIH
more responsive to the needs of the scien-
tific community, which was my goal.

Turka: I do remember a couple of spe-
cific comments that came with reviews:
some irate author wrote back when a paper
had been rejected and said, “If I sent in
a paper that I had a dog that talked, you
would come back and say, yes, but what’s
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the mechanism?” I do remember a faux
pas that I committed wherein I acciden-
tally cc’d somebody on an email where
I was complaining that I was getting sick
and tired of their whining, and they should
get a life. Oops!

Ahima: COVID was a challenge, and
we had to figure out how to carry on with
our business. Many members of our edi-
torial group were ID specialists or public
health specialists who had other things
to do. Our submission rate also increased
about 66% during that time.

My other favorite memory has to do
with Gregg Semenza being awarded a Nobel
Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 2019. I
don’t think it’s ever happened for most jour-
nals to have a senior member receive such an
award. The announcement came on Mon-
day, October 7th, 2019, and we had a weekly
meeting on a Tuesday. Gregg didn’t show up
because he had to deal with the press. But
the following week, he came to the editorial
board meeting. It shows you how dedicated
he was to the journal.

JCI: Do you have any favorite research
memory of your time as editor?

Scharschmidt: There was one a real
head spinner and not for scientific rea-
sons. The paper was from a group in Paris.
It was really groundbreaking; we loved it;
we accepted it. It was on its way to publi-
cation when we got a letter also from Paris
implying that the work had been fabricated.
We paused publication while looking into
things, and it turned out that the manuscript
was the innocent bystander of a love trian-
gle and the letter claiming fraud was from
the jilted paramour of one of the authors.

Varki: My top choice would be the
papers by Mike Brown and Joe Goldstein
who won the Nobel Prize in Medicine in
1985. They are long-term ASCI members,
and they are ardent supporters of the JCI
and the ASCI. I particularly remember a
1993 paper that they published while I was
editor on hypercholesterolemia in LDL
receptor knockout mice and its reversal by
adenovirus-mediated gene delivery. This
followed another in 1994 in JCI, the mas-
sive xanthomatosis induced by cholesterol
feeding these mice.

Insel: There was a paper about grape-
fruit juice and its impact on drug absorp-
tion and degradation. We published it,

but the amount of grapefruit juice that
you’d have to drink to have an impact is
tantamount to eight ounces two to three
times a day. But this was very interesting
pharmaco-biology.

Ahima: Unsurprisingly, it’s COVID relat-
ed biology. At the time the epidemic was real-
ly at the peak (April 2020), we had a paper
from a group of scientists from China describ-
ing the clinical and immunological features of
this new syndrome. And as you can imagine,
it was not typical JCI because at that point,
there were no mechanistic insights.

We had a very heated discussion and
to their credit, this group had some pieces
in place, especially the immunology, which
competitors did not have. It turned out to
be one of the defining papers in the field.
It’s very much referenced. I think they are
up to close to 3,000 citations since 2020.

JCI: What do you think has been the
impact of the JCI on the broad biomedical
community?

Kornfeld: Well, I think it served as, or it
serves still, as an example of high-quality,
carefully done biomedical research, ask-
ing problems, studying problems related to
human disease and physiology. That was
how we felt about it back in 1981. I don’t
think that’s really changed.

Scharschmidt: The JCI from the start
is focused on translational science work in
the space ranging from discovery to early
demonstration of benefit in humans. It’s
raised the visibility of that whole era. And
of course that plays to the strength of phy-
sician-scientists, which is what the ASCI is
all about.

Marks: What stands out with the JCI,
is that it’s a journal edited by scientists for
scientists, and I think has a great brand
name for many, many generations of sci-
entists, not only physician-scientists, but
basic science as well. One of the great
strengths of JCI is that it changes editorial
boards every 5 years. You get a new look,
but it doesn’t change the journal funda-
mentally. It’s had a great tradition to it, and
that bodes well for the next 100 years.

Ahima: My answer here will obviously
be biased. When it comes to clinical inves-
tigation, the JCIis the gold standard. I can’t
think of any other journal that comes close.
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