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I N T R O D U C T I O N  A N D  I N T E R V I E W  H I S T O R Y  
 

“I was perceived as a 'research dean,' pushing research, the basic sciences, the 
National Academy of Sciences. But within a few months—[I] realize[d] that there 
were serious problems in our educational enterprise. I often had wondered how 
well we did in teaching, but I had been too far removed to realize how unhappy 
the students really were. So, I believe my most important contribution as dean 
was in the field of education, the change-over to a problem-solving, more 
participatory and more individualized mode of active learning, instead of passive 
teaching. And we were able to do it without major disturbance or faculty 
dissent...I believe this was because we made the change gradually, in small steps 
over five years, and without the public fanfare which accompanied Harvard's' 
modernization of its medical curriculum. And, most importantly, the students 
loved it, participated with enthusiasm, and so did the faculty, particularly the 
basic science faculty, which supported the change without reservation."  

Rudi Schmid, M.D., Ph.D.  

 

 Arguably one of the strongest personalities on the UCSF Campus, Dr. Rudi 
Schmid has covered much ground in his career as physician and clinical investigator. He 
was born in 1922 in Glarus, Switzerland, to parents who were both practicing physicians 
in the small mountainous canton. A strong Latin education was the biggest challenge in 
his early education. While attending gymnasium in Zurich he was elected to membership 
in the Swiss Academic Ski Club and after meeting several physician-skiers, he entered 
medical school.  

A lively storyteller, with a well-developed sense of humor and irony, Dr. Schmid 
tells the story of his first involvement with the University of California School of 
Medicine. It began when he met UC faculty member, Salvatore Lucia, while on a 
mountaineering trip in Peru, and obtained promise of an "internship" which he thought 
was a prestigious postgraduate position in the United States. When he arrived in 
California, he realized that he had a lot to learn. A period of rigorous catch-up followed 
as Dr. Schmid characteristically read everything he could find, learning English with the 
help of student nurses, and developing an important friendship with the eminent 
bacteriologist, Dr. K. F. Meyer, the only other Swiss on campus.  

In typical serendipitous fashion, skiing also led Dr. Schmid to his next 
opportunity—a fellowship at the University of Minnesota with Dr. C. J. Watson, then 
known as the "father of hepatology." Dr. Schmid chose porphyrins as his first research 
subject, identifying a promising but unresolved area in biomedicine. He mastered the 
background literature on the subject and developed an experimental model for human 
porphyria that led to important studies of hepatic heme and hemoprotein metabolism. He 
went on to differentiate and classify human porphyria according to cellular expression of 



genetic defects. In 1954 he went to Columbia University's "liberal and highly 
intellectual" biochemistry department and continued his work on porphyrin chemistry, 
working under Dr. David Shemin on an NIH Fellowship. His work at Columbia was 
interrupted by a draft call from the US Army, but he was fortunate to obtain a senior 
fellowship in the NIH as an alternative to regular army service.  

In spring of 1955 he arrived in Bethesda, Maryland, and describes a thriving 
research institute filled with "an unbelievable cadre of top-notch basic scientists" 
recruited from the best schools of medicine in the nation. His first assignment was to 
work on lipids in the Heart Institute, but Dr. Schmid determinedly began to work on the 
puzzle of indirect and direct-reacting bilirubin and by late 1955 he presented his findings 
on bilirubin glucuronide. In the face of this exciting discovery and later work with 
characterizing McArdle's disease, Dr. Schmid was given free rein in Bethesda. He notes 
in retrospect the excellence of the intramural NIH fellowship program which "made 
academic medicine" in the United States by training research fellows who brought the 
latest in pathophysiology and molecular biology home to their medical schools.  

After two years at the NIH, he moved to the Harvard faculty and the Thorndike 
Memorial Laboratory under Dr. William B. Castle, where he worked on physiologic 
studies defining transport, disposition, and neurotoxicity of bilirubin using a crystalline 
C14 labeled form of the compound. In 1962 he moved to the University of Chicago 
where he continued his studies on bile pigment transport and absorption.  

In 1966 Dr. Lloyd H. Smith recruited Dr. Schmid to UCSF, charging him with 
developing a new division of gastroenterology in the Department of Medicine. He arrived 
in September of 1966 and describes UCSF at that time as "a place to watch...it was 
evolving." Like all of the new researcher-recruits of the mid-1960s, Dr. Schmid was met 
with a strong proprietary influence in the School of Medicine and with some difficulty he 
began to construct a truly academic gastroenterology division. The result was a division 
that eventually encompassed three hospitals and with private grant support grew to 
twenty-eight faculty members and forty-five clinical faculty. Within a decade, the 
division developed strong ties with Pediatrics and Surgery, created the Liver Center, and 
developed a strong research program. In 1968, continuing work in bilirubin studies, the 
research team of Raimo Tenhunen, Harvey Marver, and Rudi Schmid discovered and 
characterized heme oxygenase, the rate-limiting enzyme in the conversion of 
hemoprotein to bile pigment.  

In 1983 Dr. Schmid was appointed dean of the School of Medicine with strong 
support of the basic science faculty who saw him as an advocate of basic research. Once 
in office, Dr. Schmid admits with candor, "I had absolutely no idea how to run a medical 
school," but a crash course in management and the support of key administrative deputies 
helped him cope with the unforeseen demands of the position. He recounts in detail his 
actions and motivations as dean, instituting much-needed reform in medical education, 
and supporting the Program in Biological Sciences (PIBS) as the natural outcome of "the 
breaking down of departmental fences." A final section of this volume focuses on Dr. 
Schmid's role as dean in the midst of an escalating AIDS epidemic. Here he gives much 



insight into the power and limitations of the dean's office in a major academic medical 
center.  

This detailed series of interviews took place in Dr. Schmid's Parnassus Avenue 
office over several sessions. Although busy with international travel, Dr. Schmid found 
time to review the transcripts and search out supplementary materials to support his 
narrative. During the interview period he graciously donated several cartons of 
documents related to his activities as dean and senior statesman of the School of 
Medicine to the UCSF Archives and Special Collections. With Dr. Schmid's cooperation, 
these interviews give the reader a vivid picture of an active and committed bench scientist 
coming into maturity in the exciting postwar period in American medical research. A 
humble intern at the UC School of Medicine in the late 1940s, Dr. Schmid eventually 
comes full circle to return to Parnassus as a full-fledged researcher and assumes the 
deanship of the School of Medicine in the crucial 1980s. His personal story reveals much 
about the story of UCSF as an institution, and of the fulfillment of the promise of postwar 
American medicine.  

 

Nancy Rockafellar, Ph.D., January 1998 
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