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Researcher analyzes
last frontier: the brain

By Elizabeth Mullener
Staff writer

One day in his seventh year, Nicholas
Bazan was walking through his home-
town of Salta, Argentina, on his way to a
piano lesson, accompanied by his Aunt
Tita. They were only half a block from
home, surrounded by the traditional

stucco row houses painted in gentle pas-
tel colors and by the small trees that
grew through grates in the cobblestone
sidewalks.

Suddenly the music books his aunt
had been carrying went flying through
the air and she fell to the ground, her
arms and legs flailing violently. It was a
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Dr. Nicholas G.
Bazan s in the
front rank of
medical researchers
in New Orleans,
director of the
Neuroscience
Center at the
Louisiana State
University Health
Sciences Center
and internationally
celebrated for his
basic research on
neurons.
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Researcher working on
new type of painkiller

terrifying moment for a young
boy.

“T didn’t know what to do,”
Bazan says, looking bewildered
even now, 52 years later. “I
didn’t know what was going on.
It was scary. People on the
street came.”

What Bazan had witnessed,
he learned later, was a grand
mal epileptic seizure. And if he
was too young to process the ex-
perience at the time, he now
recognizes that the anxious curi-
osity it provoked in him may
well have been the initiating
event in his career.

Today, Bazan is in the front
rank of medical researchers in
New Orleans, director of the
Neuroscience Center at the
Louisiana State University
Health Sciences Center and in-
ternationally celebrated for his
basic research on neurons. With
both an M.D. degree and a
Ph.D., he has spent his profes-
sional life investigating the
brain — its functions and
dysfunctions. He continues to do
research on epilepsy, but he also
studies Alzheimer’s disease, the
effects of stroke, blinding eye
diseases and the nature of pain.

In recent years, he has re-
invented himself as an entrepre-
neur as well, starting a
corporation to advance a new
kind of painkiller he devised in
collaboration with two chemists
in Spain. It is exactly the kind of
innovation the city is looking for
and could well serve as the cen-
terpiece for the long-hoped-for
research and development corri-
dor in New Orleans that could
cash in on the burgeoning bi-
otechnology economy.

But as much as he enjoys the
business end of science, and the
financial rewards that come
with it, Bazan says he would
never leave his laboratory be-
hind. The future of his field, he
says, is ripe for some thrilling
advances.

“The brain,” he says, “is the
last frontier of medicine.

“Today you can cure so many
diseases. Cancer, for example, If
you make an early diagnosis,

you can cure it. But with brain
diseases, no matter how early
you diagnose them, we have no
cure. Alzheimer’s, schizophre-
nia, Parkinson’s, stroke — these
are devastating. We have some
treatments for some of them,
but we have no cure.”

‘The accidental mouse’

“Have you heard about the
accidental mouse?” asks a
young woman with excitement
in her voice, her white lab coat
flapping behind her as she sails
into Bazan’s office.

“I have, Mattie,” Bazan says.
“It is very impressive.”

The mouse, they explain, is
part of a research project on
sleep deprivation, commis-
sioned by the Army, that prom-
ises to bring in as much as $11
million in grant money. The de-
sign of the experiment is to pre-
vent the mice from sleeping for
48 hours and then immediately
study the effects on the hippo-
campus area of the brain. The
accident was that one mouse
got 24 hours to recuperate be-
fore being studied. The effects
of the accident were surprising
— the mouse had not recovered
much at all — and elucidating.

Mattie Hardy was one of a
parade of young scientists in
and out of Bazan’s office on the
eighth floor of an LSU Health
Sciences building one recent
morning. A corner office with
commanding views of downtown
New Orleans, it is crammed
with plaques and awards, tow-
ering stacks of paper and a
blackboard bearing a drawing
of a neuron’s molecular struc-
ture, as well as a collection of
abstruse books, including
“Neural Darwinism” and “His-
tology of the Nervous System.”

A big and burly man, Bazan
speaks with a rich Spanish ac-
cent, invoking an extensive vo-
cabulary and an unaffected
eloquence, steering his way
with deliberate precision
around big words or compli-
cated thoughts. He lives with
his wife, Haydee — also a neu-
roscientist, who works with him
at LSU — in a handsome home
near Audubon Park. Their five

children are grown and gone.

He goes to Mass every Sun-
day, drives a silver Mercedes
and plays a game of tennis he
describes as “enthusiastic.”
Like many big-name scientists,
Bazan spends much of his time
on the road — at meetings, con-
ferences and seminars all over
the world. At home, he spends
much of his time entertaining
visiting scientists.

The corner office is Bazan’s
command post, from which he
oversees a dozen research pro-
jects that occupy 30 scientists
and three floors of a sizable
building. At the moment, he has
about $36 million in grant
money; in the 20 years he has
been at LSU, he has brought in
about $65 million.

His proclivity for research
started early, when he was a
young medical student in Tucu-
man, Argentina, and volun-
teered to work in the laboratory
of a faculty member for a sum-
mer. It was a riveting experi-
ence, and it charted the course
of his career at a time when
neuroscience was just begin-
ning to blossom. In 1970, there
was no Society of Neuroscience;
today it has 27,000 members. In
1970, there were only a handful
of scientific journals devoted to
the brain; today there is a ple-
thora, including highly special-
ized ones such as
“Neurochemistry” and “Hippo-
campus.” Bazan has been at the
center of some of the disci-
pline’s most exciting advances.

One of his major discoveries
was the chemical changes in the
brain resulting from epilepsy or
stroke, as well as a way to in-
hibit those changes. Another
breakthrough was the develop-
ment of a compound that
switches off the cascade of
chemicals in the brain that fre-
quently follows a head injury
and kills neurons. And a third
was identifying the mechanism
that leads to the death of brain
cells after a protracted brain
disease or a sudden injury.

“Let me put it this way,” he
says: “In the brain cells after
epilepsy or stroke or disease,
there are set in motion many,




Doctor is part of advances
In neuroscience

many changes. We feel the
changes we are studying are
the main changes. The proof is
that when we block them with
the drugs we've developed, we
can actually protect neurons
from dying.

“We need to do so much more
research in this area.”

Putting ideas to work

“I think in the future it will
be ideas that drive economies,”
Bazan says. “We have service
industries, we have oil, we have
agriculture, and they are all
very important. But the big
drivers of the future will be
ideas.”

It was nearly a decade ago
that Bazan had his own idea.

It had to do with analgesics.
To be sure, plenty of analgesics
are on the market, but they all
have their failings. Some are
narcotic; some can be toxic to
the liver; some suppress fever,
which serves a valuable purpose
in diagnosis; and many have a

narrow margin of safety before
they bring on harmful side ef-
fects.

After decades of studying the
brain and its diseases, Bazan
had developed some notions
about viable targets for drugs
within the brain. He began
working in his laboratory on a
purer analgesie. It was in 1993
that he struck up a cyber-col-
laboration with the two Spanish
chemists, at the Universidad de
Alcala. Together, they came up

with a compound for a painkil-
ler that avoids all the usual pit-
falls. They call it SCP-1.

The leap from pure research
to a medical application was ex-
hilarating for Bazan.

“What an MD scientist like
me does every day — ulti-
mately, one would like to see
this applied,” he says. “One
would like to see the transfer of
knowledge from the research
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bench in the laboratory to the
bedside of the patient. Every
scientist would like to do that.”

Since the invention of SCP-1,
which could be a rival to Tyle-
nol, Bazan has acquired three
patents for the compound and
has started up a corporation, St.

- Charles Pharmaceuticals, to
test the drug, refine it and
eventually produce it. Along the
way, he snagged $4 million in
local venture capital to keep the
enterprise going.
. The new direction in Bazan's
. life required some professional
- retooling.
- “I was telling my children
. that doing all of that was like
. getting a mini-MBA degree,” he
© says.
- Meanwhile, St. Charles Phar-
¢+ maceuticals — with eight full-
. time employees, 15 consultants
- and offices one floor up from
+ Bazan’s — has been charging
- . ahead with its mission. A few
weeks ago, the Food and Drug
Administration approved SCP-1
or-clinical trials in human be-
wngs. The trials, already under
way in Austin, Texas, have been
pencouraging, showing no toxic-
ﬁety and no side effects. The next
step is to test the drug for effec-
tiveness. It could hit the market
within three years. Bazan is de-
lighted with the progress.
“We're on aroll,” he says.

Culture of innovation

The city of New Orleans
would like to think so. A bi-
otechnology corridor downtown,

. with nearly 20,000 medical
- workers in its midst, has long
“ been a dream of those planning
" for the city’s future. The inven-

tion and production of a mass-
market drug would be an ideal
kickoff for such a venture. It
has drawn the attention, and
the enthusiasm, of Gov. Foster,
who has proposed a $150 million
plan to stimulate scientific re-
search in Louisiana, a move he
predicts could spin off scores of
profitable businesses and pro-
vide high-paying jobs for tens of
thousands of workers.

Bazan agrees the potential is
there.

“I would like to see many of
these companies here, startup
pharmaceutical biotech compa-

nies,” Bazan says. “We could
develop 100 companies. That is
not impossible.

“I am completely convinced
there are many assets in the
universities and colleges here,
and to some extent in the busi-
ness community. If they can be
brought together, they can help
create a totally new force for
our economy. The opportunity
here is to create in the New Or-
leans region a culture of innova-
tion, a culture where many
people are involved: lawyers
that deal with intellectual prop-
erty, accountants, finance peo-
ple.

“It works both ways. The uni-
versities provide the creative
force and the community cap-
tures that and nurtures it.” Be-
sides St. Charles
Pharmaceuticals, there are
other possibilities for startup
companies inherent in Bazan’s

research. One is a patented mol-

ecule he has developed with a
potential to treat epilepsy. An-
other patent could lead to a
drug to limit the damage to the
brain after a stroke. A third is
for a family of chemicals that
could slow down the progress of
Alzheimer’s disease.

And many other scientists in
town have ideas ripe for devel-
opment. Bazan foresees New
Orleans taking up a niche in the
biotechnology world, probably
in the areas of neuroscience,
gene therapy, cancer or ophthal-
mology. He even foresees the
possibility that some of the
giant pharmaceutical companies
might create partnerships with
local universities and possibly
set up branches nearby.

“New Orleans could become
as well-known in those fields as
Houston is in cancer and cardi-
ovascular,” he says.

“I don’t want to appear to be
oversimplifying this,” he adds.
“This is not easy. Our assets
are small compared to other
cities. In San Francisco, if
somebody says, ‘I have an idea’
— boom, they will get a build-
ing, they will get venture capi-
tal. It’s all available. It’s not so
readily available here. But I am
very optimistic that it can be
done.

“I don’t want to say anything
bad about the Saints or the
Hornets or the casinos. I love

the Saints. But I think we put
too much emphasis.”

Living in mortal danger

When Bazan arrived in New
Orleans in July 1981, it was by
the skin of his teeth.

Argentina at the time was
going through a turbulent pe-
riod politically, rocking from ex-
treme left to extreme right in
one revolution after another:

“Out of this clash there were
30,000 missing people,” Bazan
says. “The desaparecidos. The
disappeared. They would be
tortured, then thrown into the
sea.”

Bazan, although never politi-
cally active, was nearly one of
them.

He joined the faculty of the
Universidad del Sur in Buenos
Aires province in 1970, after
holding research posts at Co-
lumbia University, Harvard
University and the University
of Toronto. For the next 11
years, he worked under a se-
ries of university presidents, all
politically appointed. The last
one didn’t take kindly to Ba-
zan’s refusal to go along with
the school’s harsh new stric-
tures, nor did he take kindly to
the Jews on Bazan's faculty nor
to his father’s past as a midle-
vel politician in Juan Peron’s
government. Before long, Ba-
zan’s name appeared on a
blacklist. Accused of being a
terrorist, he was fired from his
job and banned from teaching
and research.

“This was at the end of
1980,” Bazan says. “By then
there was a worldwide outery
against the killing of all those
people. If this had happened
one year earlier, for sure I
would not be able to tell you
this story.”

Once fired, Bazan became a
media celebrity of sorts. Cover-
age of his research already had
appeared in the Argentine
newspapers. But at this point,
crusading journalists all over
the country used his case as an
example of oppression by the
military regime. They wrote
hundreds of articles and edito-
rials about him.

“I even wrote articles myself

with my signature in the news-
papers about science and free-
dom,” he says. “I wrote about

-
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why it was so important for Ar-
gentina, a poor country need-
ing development, to have
scientists and educators.”

The more Bazan became a
cause célebre, the more the
government bore down on him.
For three months, he lived in
mortal danger.

“A lot of nasty things began
happening,” he says. “There
were many phone calls, many
threats. They tried to intercept
my car. I escaped. They tried to
kidnap me. I went into hiding.
But the news people kept call-
ing me and I would keep talk-
ing. Then I got a phone call
saying if I speak to one more
reporter, they will hurt me and
my family.”

In the meantime, because of
his international renown as a
scientist, Bazan’s case came to
the attention of three U.S. sen-
ators. It also came to the atten-
tion of Herbert Kaufman,
chairman of LSU'’s ophthalmo-
logy department.

Shortly thereafter, Bazan
got a phone call from the
American embassy in Buenos
Aires. Suspecting that his
phone was tapped, they invited
him — with a wink in their
voices that he understood — to
come talk to the ambassador
about his research. He went.

“The ambassador told me he
knew I was in trouble, and they
were prepared to take me out
of the country” Bazan says.
“We closed our home and left.
The cultural attaché took us to
the airport, with a photogra-
pher to document we were
there. We arrived in Miami
without a visa.”

That night, Bazan flew into
New Orleans with his wife, five
children, seven suitcases and
two boxes of research results.
No more. The next day, he
went to work for Kaufman and
LSU.

He has been back to Argen-
tina, now much more settled
politically, many times since.
He has been given honorary
degrees and awards there; he
has even been offered his job
back.

“Of course, I didn’t take it,”

he says, shaking his head.
‘America is my country. This is
where my heart is — and my
mind. My children are here, my
grandchildren are here, and all
my colleagues. I love New Or-
leans. I love Louisiana. I want |
to contribute here, to work
here, to be constructive.”

Elizabeth Mullener can be reached at !
emullener@timespicayune.com or (504)
826-3393.




