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ROBERT LANZA

This physician is developing tools to
reverse paralysis, regenerate the heart,
even undo autoimmune disease—all
from a corporate park in Massachusetts.
What is holding him back?

BY PAMELA WEINTRAUB

Whether defying the dean of the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine so he could
publish a book on world health or challenging the titans of cosmology, Robert Lanza has never
followed the script. It s no wonder, then, that this renegade doctor would lead the charge into
medicine s most controversial turf: the creation of cloned embryos for therapy and the engineer-
ing of spare human parts.

The value of therapeutic cloning has long been clear to Lanza, who did his early work with
South African heart transplant pioneer Christiaan Barnard. Starting from those early days, Lanza
understood that the barrier to tissue transfer was rejection by the recipient. From an entire organ to
a dose of embryonic stem cells, if the tissue s DNA came from anyone else, the transplant would
be rejected without the aid of harsh immunosuppressive drugs. The treatment could be worse
than the problem, Lanza found. But embryonic clones, the source of an endless supply of stem
cells imprinted with one s personal DNA, could alter the equation in favor of the patient and augur a
paradigm shift in medicine on par with the changes brought about by antibiotics and vaccines.

Lanza s single-minded quest to usher in this new age has paid dividends in scienti c insights
and groundbreaking discoveries. Today a world force in the eld of regenerative medicine,
he s close to delivering cellular therapies that might reseed the immune system, heal damaged
hearts, even save limbs. Yet for almost 20 years government policy has kept his innovations
literally on ice. He has been called a murderer for tampering with embryos, and personal
threats were so common at one point that he believed he would be killed.

Enduring tough times and ghting for his beliefs suit Lanza well. He grew up poor in the Rox-
bury section of Boston and, later, suburban Stoughton, where he had a dif cult relationship with
his mother and was distanced from his professional gambler father. Year round, Lanza says, he
was rarely allowed inside his own house except to eat dinner and sleep. With nowhere else to go,
he spent his youth roaming the nearby wilderness immersed in nature s mysteries.

Though initially labeled slow at school, in 1969 Lanza distinguished himself by transferring
genes from black chickens to white ones when he was just 14, a mere three years after scien-
tists cracked the genetic code. That extraordinary early feat, eventually published in Nature, sig-
naled a raw scienti c talent that his mentors (who came to include Jonas Salk and B. F. Skinner)
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