




















DOE/EH-0471 Interview with Dr. Henry I, Kohn, M.D., Ph.D.
June 1995 Setting: September 13,1994, Berkeley, California

Interviewer Anna Berge (Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory Archives and Records Office)

ORAL fflSTORY OF RADIOLOGIST 
HENRY I. KOHN, M.D., Ph.D.

Dr. Henry I. Kohn was selectedfor the oral history project because o f the positions 
he held at Oak Ridge National Laboratory; University ofCcdifomia, San Francisco 
(UCSF); and Harvard Medical School. This oral interview covers Dr. Kohn’s 
career as a radiologist; he also offers his perspective on the people he worked with 
and the era he worked in.
On September 13, 1994, Ms. Anna Berge o f the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory 
Archives and Records Office interviewed Dr. Kohn at his residence in Berkeley, 
California.

Short Biography
Henry Irving Kohn was He was married in
1961; he and his wife have two children. He received his A.B. from Dartmouth College in 
1930 and his Ph.D. in Physiology from Harvard in 1935. From 1935 to 1937, Dr. Kohn was 
a Traveling Fellow, General Education Board in both Stockholm, Sweden, and Cambridge, 
England. From 1937 to 1943, he was an Instructor-Assistant Professor of Physiology and 
Pharmacology at Duke University in North Carolina.

In 1943 he entered Harvard Medical School, receiving his M.D. in 1946. He served as a 
commissioned officer in the United States Public Health Service (USPHS). In that capacity, 
from 1947 to 1953 he was stationed in Baltimore, Maryland; at Oak Ridge National Labora
tory in Tennessee; and at UCSF. He remained at UCSF for ten years and joined the Re
search Laboratory as a clinical professor of Experimental Radiology and research radiolo
gist. He left UCSF in 1963 to t ^ e  the position of Fuller-American Professor of Radiology 
at Harvard Medical School and, from 1968 to 1976, served as the Gaiser Professor of Radia
tion Biology. Since 1976, he has been a professor emeritus.

During his career. Dr. Kohn has held the following positions:

1957 to 1960—Scientific Secretary, Advisory Committee on Biology and Medicine for 
the Atomic Energy Commission,

1964 to 1979—^Director of the Shields Warren Radiation Laboratory at New England 
Deaconess Hospital (Boston),

1965 to 1969—Member of a radiation study section for the National Institutes of 
Health,

1971 to 1976—^Director of the Center for Human Genetics at Harvard Medical School,

1975 to 1979—National Academy of Science Committee on Nuclear and Altemative 
Energy Systems,
1982 to 1988—Chairman of the Bikini Atoll Rehabilitation Committee, and

1987 to 1990—^Referee for the Rongelap Reassessment Project for the Republic of the 
Marshall Islands.

Dr. Kohn has published more than 150 scientific papers on such topics as the biological 
effectiveness of high-energy photons and electrons; the effects of x-ray therapy; nuclear and 
alternative energy sources; and the Bikini Atoll rehabilitation.
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BERGE: This is an interview with Dr. Henry Kohn by Anna Berge.

KOHN: Pronounced like “ice cream cone.”

BERGE: With Dr. Henry Kohn by Anna Berge o f the Lawrence Berkeley Labora
tory Archives and R ecen t OfiBce on the 13th of September, 1994, at his 
residence in Berkeley. Dr. Kohn, I was wondering if we could start with 
a little bit on your background—^where you were bom, where you lived, 
where you got your education.

KOHN: Instead of going through all that, why don’t I just hand you this brief
curriculian vitae}

BERGE: Okay.

KOHN: I was Went to public schools there; then
to Dartmouth College. The rest o f my career is stated in its essentials in 
this ciariculim vitae, which I have just given you.

Studying Effects of X Rays on Animal Blood Cliemistry at Oak Ridge
BERGE: Okay. Can you tell me a little about what interested you in your particu

lar field to begin with? How you got interested in it?

KOHN: When I took my Ph.D., there was a fellow student by the name o f Wil
liam Arnold. During the war, Arnold worked at Oak Ridge. At the end 
o f the war. Oak Ridge reorganized the Biology Division and Arnold 
became the Associate Director. They wanted somebody in the Biology 
Laboratory with a medical background to do work related to medical 
subjects; Arnold knew me and I was invited to come down. I did. And 
through that, spending two years there at Oak Ridge, I became interested 
in radiation biology.

BERGE: What kinds o f things did you do while you were at Oak Ridge?

KOHN: I worked with rats and investigated the changes in their blood chemistry
following single doses of x rays. I understand that people subsequently 
have had difficulty in confirming our results.

BERGE: Anything else you want to say about that time period?

KOHN: When I arrived [at Oak Ridge] in 1949, there was practically no Biol
ogy Division left, but a laboratory building o f good size was being 
renovated for it. Dr. Hollaender from the U.S. Public Health Service 
[(USPHS)] was the director of the division. He spoke with a German 
accent and was not an impressive person, scientifically. However, he 
knew the value o f money and he used his position to build up a good 
lab. But, as a person, he was, in my opinion, not to be admired. He was 
amazed when I told him that I would be transferred to San Francisco. 
I’m sure he had planned to surprise me by telling me that Dr. Jacob 
Furth, a  pathologist, would be taking over my quarters and I would be

A copy of Dr. Kohn’s curriculum vitae can be found at the end of the interview.
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Curriculum Vitae

Curricalum Vitae

HeniyI(rving)Kohn (b. 8/19/09),J

Residence and Office: 1203 SiattuckAve., Berkeley, CA 94709 I%Qne. No. (510) 526-0141

A.B. (Dartmouth 1930); Ph.D. (Harvard 1935); M.D. (Harvard 1946); Diplomate (Therapy), American 
Board of Radiology (1951).

Traveling Fellow, General Education Board (Stoddiohn and Camhridge 1935-37); Instructor-Assistant 
Professor of Phjrsiology & Pharmacology, Duke Medical Sdhool (1937-43); Commissian Officer 
USPHS at Baltimore, Oak Ridge National Laboratory & V. of Califamia, San Frandsco (1947-53); 
Clinical Professor of Experimerrtal Radiology & Research Radiologist in Radiological Laboratory,
U.C Ntedical SchooL Sm Francisco (1953-63); Foller-American Cmcer Society Professor of 
Radiology, Harvard Medical School (1963-68); Gaiser Professor of Radiation Biology (1968-76); 
Professor Emeritus (1976).

EKrector, Shields Warren Radiation Laboratory, New England Deaconess Hospital (1964-79);
Director, Center for Human Genetics, Harvard Medical Sdiocd (1971-76).

Scientific Secretary, Advisory Committee on Biology & Medidne, Atomic Energy Ccanmission (1956- 
60); Associate Editor, Radiation Research (1957-61); Member, Radiation Study Section NIH (1965- 
69); National Academy of SdeiKe Committee on Nudear & Alternative Energy System (1975-79; 
chairman, Bikini Atoll Rehabilitation Committee (1982-88); Referee, Rongelap reassessment P ro ^  
(1987T81?).

Dr., Kohn has published more than 150 sdentific papers, some exantples are as follows:

Melvold, R.W., Kohn, HX and Bailey, D.W. "Interaction of H-2B  ̂and Mutant Histocompatibaty 
Gene l^KH-11) in the Mouse." Immunogmetia 11:597-603,1980.

Kohn,HJ. Book Review; The Nuclear Lion. John Jagger, Plenum, N.Y., 1991, in Radiation Res. 129: 
115-117,1992.

Kohn, HX and Ry,R.JM. "Radiation Carcinogenesis.” Neio England faurtudcfMedicme,SlO: 504r511, 
1984.

Kohn,HJ.: "Radiation Genetics; The Mouse's View." Badiation Researdî  94: 1-9,1983.

Zippen, C., Lum, D., Kchn, HX, and Bailar, J.C. BL- 'Xate Efiiects of Radiation Therapy for Cancer of 
ftie Uterine Cervix" Ca?K*r Datection & Prewittam. 4: 487-492,1981.

Coumiittee on Nudear and Alternative Energy Systems of die National Academy of Sdences: Energy 
inTrcmsiticn. W H  Freeman* Co., San Frandsco, 1980,645pp.

Kohn, HX, Kleiri, J., Melvold, R.W., Nadienson, S.G., Pious, D., and Shreffler, D.C; T he First H-2 
Mutant Workshop." Immunogenetks. 7: 279-294,19^.
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