
John Crewdson: Science 1 Absolute conceptions of right and wrong set 
in an investigative framework aren't familiar 
in science, and some researchers, including 

Journalist as Investigator 1 - 
some who are avowedly partisan, believe the 
conception is just plain misguided. 

One of these, not surprisingly, is Howard 

Is the man who's been dogging Robert Gallo for more than 3 
years the harbinger of a new breed of science writer? 

Streicher, a researcher in Gallo's lab who 
lately has spent most of his days answering 
queries raised by Oftice of Scientific Integ- - 

THREE WEEKS AGO, NIH's INVESTIGATION I flawed, leading him into an adversarial rela- 

rity (OSI) investigators. But the fact that he 
has a built-in bias doesn't necessarily invali- 
date Streicher's point. He says Crewdson's 

OF Robert Gallo reached a crucial turning 
point with the completion of a report on a 
selection of samples, now 8 years old, pulled 
from the freezers in Gallo's Laboratory of 
Tumor Cell Biology at the National Insti- 
tutes of Health. The goal of the report was 
to trace the biological history of the famous 

tionship to science that distorted his patient 
and careful attempt to sift through a moun- 
tain of facts and find the truth? 

"pool"-a concoction of blood samples 
supposedly taken from 10 AIDS patients- 
from which Gallo's lab isolated the virus 

"implication is because everything is not 
right, there was intent t o  d o  evil and 
everybody's corrupt. That seems to me the 

Indeed, one of the most interesting as- 
pects of the story of John Crewdson and 
Robert Gallo is Crewdson's approach-the 
new model he brought to science journal- 

they initially called HTLV-IIIB (now 
known, of course, as HIV). The "biological 
report," as it's referred to by insiders, was 
closely held, distributed to only a few at 

wrong model." ~treicher argues that the 
"who knew what, where, when" types of 
questions that would be directed at a Ro- 
nald Reagan during Iran-contra don't make 

ism. Traditional science journalists have fo- 
cused on interesting research, covering 
science's underbelly only when rumors of 

NIH. As usual though, one journalist man- 
aged to find out what the report said before 
any other and immediately published a pro- 

~ r e w d s o n ' s  very approach Bulldog edition. Chicago Tribune reporter John Crewdson. "There is happenstance and er- 

sense in talking about Gallo-or any other 
scientist. Science is provisional, he argues, 
and scientists should be rewarded for find- 

scientific malfeasance emerged from a scien- 
tist whistle blower or other easily available 
source or when a credit spat erupted. Not all 
science reporters have been like that, of 

vocative story. That journalist was John 
Crewdson of The Chicago Tribune, who 
has been doggedly pursuing Gallo for more 
than 3 years, and whose massive report on 
the isolation of HIV, appearing in the Tri- 
bune in November 1989, kicked off NIH's 
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ing evidence that leads them to make up 
their minds. "Scientists usually don't know 
all the answers. You may have notions. You 
may have suspicions. You may have 

course. But even the most enterprising have 
never pursued a Watergate style of journal- 
ism on a scientific target. 

ideas.. . .It doesn't mean there's fraud when 
some things change." 

Luc Montagnier, a partisan on the oppo- 

lingering investigation. c- ers-political, industrial, mili- 
Crewdson's story on the bio- " tary-it needs some control. 

logical report was of a piece with I Not only from the inside (the 
his other reporting on Gallo. In scientific community, peer re- 
it, he explored the possibility view) but also from outside 
that Gallo or his co-workers had bodies, particularly if problems 
misappropriated their HIV iso- or applications are concerned 
late from samples sent to them and if large amounts of money 
by Luc Montagnier  a t  the -in AIDS for instance-are in- 
Pasteur Institute. But, unfortu- volved." 
nately for Crewdson, he hadn't Though it's no  shock that 
managed to find the "smoking Crewdson would see eye to eye 
gunm-conclusive proof that with Montagnier, it would sur- 
Gallo's lab had, in fact, stolen prise the targets of his relentless 
the virus. As a result, he was investigative skills that Crewd- 
forced to fall back on an inge- son also agrees with Streicher's 
nious and carefully documented, thinking. The San Francisco- 
but ultimately circumstantial, born reporter, now 45 years old, 
argument. So had Crewdson lost allows that the political corrup- 
his final chance to justify all those tion model isn't a good way to 
years of work? Was he never go- interpret the results of research 
ing to  be able t o  show that or  to understand how science 
Gallo's lab stole the AIDS virus? works-when it works as it 
Was it possible Crewdson was should. By no means are all mis- 
wrong? And beyond that, was takes fraud, he  concedes. 

The key to Crewdson's approach, which is 
closely linked to Watergate, is that he is more 
concerned with corruption-with absolute 
rights and wrongs-than with the latest re- 
search findings or credit quarrels. Which 
brings into the Crewdson story a novel note: 

site side, believes investigative reporting is a 
necessary adjunct to modern science. "To 
use a French expression," says the French- 
man, '"garde fous'-protect us against our 
own madness." He  adds: "There is now 
power given to  scientists. Like other pow- 



ror." But, Crewdson argues, some science is 
corrupt, and his framework "is a good model 
for understanding corruption in science, be- 
cause [then] it does matter who, what, 
where, and when." 

Both those who have leaped to Crewdson's 
defense and those who have categorically 
rejected what he has done have a proclivity 
to extremes: praising him as a herald of truth 
or damning him as human sludge mucking 
the gears of research. But those polar views e an attorney, Gallo agreed to another in- 
take Crewdson out of context, ignoring his t e ~ e w  if the questions were first submit- 
previous reportorial agenda and making it ted in writing, but the day before the 
di6cult to assess whether scientists should 
welcome or shun--or something in be- 
tween-journalists who share his aims. r called off the meeting. 

A hefty man who speaks with a calm and g his Gallo research, 
low voice in the cadence of a prosecutor Crewdson has fled more than 100 FOIA 
persuading a jury, Crewdson found himself requests with NIH-many of them not 
in high-profile firefights long before gray directed to Gallo's lab-a fact that, by 
began to fleck his trademark beard. He itself, has drawn strong criticism. In Virus 
began his career 18 years ago at The New Hunting, Gallo charges that the "FOI 
York Times with the plum assignment of statute is capable of being turned into an 
covering Watergate, and within months the instrument ofpersonal harassment." Gallo 
Times was running stories about him: fiend Stuart Aaronson, chief of the Na- 
Crewdson was one of nine reporters who tional Cancer Institute's (NCI) Labora- 
fought (successfully) a subpoena for their tory of Cellular and Molecular Biology, 
notes from then President Richard Nixon's maintains that "100 FOIA requests can 
re-election committee. paralyze your ability to work." 

With a Columbo style of information gath- "If I file a lot of FOIA requests it's 
ering-feigning confusion, ever-patient, al- because I was not given anything I asked 
ways more evidence in his breast pocket- = for any other way," counters Crewdson, 
Crewdson went on to crack stories about a adding that Gallo's lab has responded to 
senator snared in the Federal Bureau of Inves- very few. "Once NIH figured out what I 
tigation's Abscam sting, corrupt U.S. immi- was doing, doors closed and the lights 
gration authorities, gambling by the National went out." 
Football League's Kenny Stabler, the FBI's Crewdson emphasizes that Gallo 
counterintelligence program ("Cointelpro") rnalists to examine his 
that targeted dissident political groups, and 
the Central Intelligence Agency's manhan- entist," Crewdson says, "you're paid by 
dling of the press. Along the way, Crewdson the taxpayer. What you do on public 
netted journalism's highest awards, including 
the Pulitzer Prize in 1981 for a series on U.S. 
immigration injustices. 

Then, set to move to the Times' Mexico 
bureau, Crewdson had an eleventh-hour 
change of heart and looked for another 
posting. When he couldn't find what he 
wanted, he hopped to the Tribune, where researchers that sets Crewdson apart from 
he has settled into an investigative reporter's most science journalists. Where scores of 
dream job-spending many months and observers have viewed the Gallo- 
many dollars-reporting on such diverse Montagnier story as a scientific feud over 
topics as the sexual abuse of children, the 
Mexican economy, and AIDS. 

Whether they are admirers or detractors, of a reporter deeply skeptical of his gov- 
journalists who have worked with Crewdson ernment. "NIH is the least scrutinized 
praise his persistence and aggressiveness. Yet part of the government because nobody 
those very qualities lead some sciqntists to understands what they do, and they all 
conclude Crewdson is on a "witchhunt" with 
the implicit aim of destroying Gallo. Because Crewdson. "Congress says, 'Here's the 
of the ongoing OSI investigation, Gallo was money. Come back and tell us how you 
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spent it."' T o  Crewdson, the specter of  
corruption arises because of  inaccurate in- 
formation in the U.S. blood test patent and 

gated science with little appreciation for the 
nexus of science and medicine. "The core of 
the bias in medicine is its intention toward 
the sick .... You cannot judge the story of 
Gallo and the story of the discovery of the 
AIDS virus ifyou d o  not refer it to  that. Ifyou 
abstract it into the industrial matters and the 
scientific matters, then you are doing a per- 
verse thing that is against the law of humans." 

But the Crewdson partisans argue that 
even if he hasn't turned up the smoking 
gun-conclusive evidence of  malfeasance in 
the Gallo lab-by turning the high beams 
on  that lab, he has illuminated some issues 

What's interesting is 
not that he might 
have pushed things 
too far, but that he 
was able to do what 
he did." 

-Dorothy Nelkin 

the way it was defended by Gallo, his supe- 
riors at NIH and the Public Health Senrice, 
and lawyers from the Department of Justice. 

Duke University's Dani Bolognesi, a Gallo 
intimate, says Crewdson's long article is "a 
surrealistic picture" that suggests conspiracy 
where only human fallibility exists. Crewdson 
is, in short, a nitpicker, he says. "My guess 
would be if you go down Crewdson's article 
point by point with the [OSI] report, a lot of 
these things will be blown away," says 
Bolognesi. "The ring of dark issues-fraud, 
foul play-will be discounted, and it will boil 
down to a few issues. There are always glitches 
in papers. I'm bored by it." 

While these are common questions for inves- 
tigative reporters, they inflamed passions be- 
cause they were asked of a laboratory that 
many believed helped stop the spread of a 

that science badly needs t o  explore, includ- 
ing mores of  collegiality, credit-sharing, 
and integrity. "To argue that we should 
forget all of this doesn't make sense," says 

In Crewdson's large article, he did not 
overtly make the corruption charge, prefer- 
ring instead t o  wrap the malodorous facts he 

deadly disease. 
Anger spills from Jacques Leibowitch when 

he makes this point. A Paris physician who 

Jay Levy, a virologist at the University of 
California, San Francisco, who was one of 
the first researchers t o  isolate HIV and has 

uncovered in question marks-Was there has worked with both Gallo and Montagnier, had an uncomfortable relationship with 
theft? Was there fraud? Were there coverups? Leibowitch sneers that Crewdson investi- Gallo since. "Truth, accuracy, and ethics 
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are of ultimate importance." whose lab has worked with MOI +rarely exhibiting any distance 
Donald Francis, former head of the Cen- tagnier's and Gallo's. "But what he 7 7 from their sources. "The myth of 

ters for Disease Control (CDC) AIDS lab did investigate doesn't make me feel the value-free scientist was overex- 
who now works for the state of California, comfortable either. At best, it was a tended," says Nelkin. "Now all this con- 
applauds Crewdson for documenting how mess.. . .He made me think more about the cern we're seeing about b u d  is a backlash." 
Gallo trumpeted "what I, I, I didn and apportioning of credit and the conduct of Ten years ago, Nelkin argues, the climate 
splintered the AIDS field. An M.D. who science." would not have allowed Crewdson to launch 
later earned his Ph.D. at Harvard studying Hard as it may be for Robert Gal10 to an in-depth investigation of a prominent 
feline leukemia virus under Gallo's friend believe right now, John Crewdson, too, scientist. "So what's interesting is not that 
Myron Essex, Francis used to be part of the shall soon pass as a personal irritant to Gallo. he might have pushed things too far," she 
Gallo circle, once even donating a pint ofhis But Dorothy Nelkin, a New York University says, "but that he was able to do what he 
own blood for a Gallo experiment. But the social scientist and author of Selling Sci- did." And Nelkin concludes that far from 
bond is ancient history. "[Gallo's] done so ence: How the Press Covers Science and being a flash in the pan, Crewdson repre- 
much damage by dividing the world into for Technology, believes more Crewdsons are sents a new model of reporting on sci- 
and against Gallo that he should be pun- on the way. In fact, she thinks Crewdson is ence-a journalistic bulldog unleashed on 
ished," says Francis. "Ultimately, anyone a sign of the times in science writing. Until the scientists who are now revealed in all 
with those standards does harm to the field." recently, says Nelkin, the myth of "value- their human nakedness and frailty. And 

Other researchers, who perhaps have less free science" reigned. In this paradigm, the unless conditions change, Nelkin says, sci- 
of an ax to grind, are of two minds about supposed value-free scientists, regardless of entists should prepare themselves for more 
Crewdson's sojourns into the lab. "The who signed their paychecks or published of the same. JON COHEN 
methods don't make me feel comfortable," their papers, were viewed as neutral arbiters 
says Robin Weiss, a retrovirologist at of truth. With few exceptions, Nelkin con- Jon Cohen is a free-lance writer based in 
London's Institute of Cancer Research tends, journalists went along with the myth, Washington, D.C. 
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