CHARLES JELLEFF CARR

Interviewed by Thomas A. Ban

Nashville, Tennessee, July 19, 1999

TB: We are in Nashville, Tennessee. It is July 19, 1999, and this will be an interview with Charles Jelleff Carr* for the archives of the American College of Neuropsychopharmacology. I am Thomas Ban. Let us start from the beginning.

JC: I started my professional career in the Department of Pharmacology of the University of Maryland. After 20 years with the University of Maryland I moved to the Department of Pharmacology of Purdue University but stayed there only for about two years.

TB: Could you tell us something about your activities during those years?

JC: Well, John Krantz and I wrote a textbook in the late 1940s.

TB: What was the title?

JC: The Pharmacological Principles of Medical Practice.

TB: When was it first published?

JC: In 1949 and then revised in 1950, 1951, 1952, 1953, 1954, and 1958.

TB: Who was the publisher? 

JC: Williams and Wilkins. It became a very popular textbook, and it sold very, very well, but had to be continuously brought up to date. And, I just got tired of it.

TB: So, the first edition was published in?

JC: 1949.

TB: And the last edition?

JC: In 1958.

TB: Whose idea was it to write a textbook? 

JC: It was John Krantz’s idea. John and I worked together and we coauthored the book.

TB: Was the book translated into any other language?

JC: Oh yes, it was. It went into several different translations in other countries.

TB: I know there were Spanish and Portuguese translations.

JC: I think that’s right.

TB: So you had the first edition in 1949 and the last in 1958.

JC:  It had to be revised almost every year, and I had to spend my whole time to keep the stuff going.

TB: Yes, indeed.

JC: Textbook writing is a very laborious task because the field is changing so rapidly all the time that one can’t keep up with it.

TB: By the time of the last edition you moved from the Department of Pharmacology at the University of Maryland to the Psychopharmacology Service Center (PSC).

JC: Oh, yes.

TB: Why did you move from the University?

JC: I met Jonathan Cole at the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and I was attracted to this whole new field. I didn’t know anything about it, but I learned pretty rapidly.

TB: What was your position at the Center?

JC: Senior Research Pharmacologist. 

TB: What did you do at the Center?

JC: I was responsible for the Pharmacology Unit. We had to do a lot of things in those years because the whole subject of psychopharmacology was foreign to the thinking of physicians and people in general. It was a very unique moment in history, I think. You know that.

TB: Yes.

JC: It was believed for hundreds of years that when people got crazy that was the end of it. Now we were saying that one can give them a pill and they will get better. People did not believe us, and that was a problem.

TB: During the years you were with the Center a steadily increasing number of new psychotropic drugs were released for clinical use in the United States and all around the world.

JC: Yes. The pharmaceutical companies were first skeptical about these drugs, but later on they began to jump on the bandwagon and were trying to see what their beneficial effects might be.

TB: What did you think about these new drugs?

JC: Well, I was excited about them as a pharmacologist. They were drugs with potential benefit for psychiatric patients.

TB: Were you teaching pharmacology in those years?

JC: Well, yes, but while I was working at the Center I was not doing any outside teaching. And at the Center we did not do any research with the new drugs. 

TB: Weren’t you the one at the Center who was reviewing the pre-clinical aspects of grant applications?

JC: Oh, yes, I did that. People were expecting explanations about how these new substances were working, but we didn’t know much about that in those years. It was also a challenge to me t because I did not know anything about psychiatry. We were also working with people who came from other countries. There was that wonderful man who came down from Canada.

TB: Heinz Lehmann?

JC: Yes, Heinz Lehmann. He was a genius and I will never forget him. Heinz came down one time, and I remember very, very well, we were both in a little group meeting, and he said, “You know I was walking across the campus of the University of Utah, and I saw some dandelions, and I wondered about those dandelions, they go to sleep and then they wake up and I wondered why. Why would a dandelion close up and open up again?”

TB: And, then he tried to see how dandelions respond to drugs.

JC: Oh, that was it? I remember a picture of him in a hotel with dandelions in a glass of water. 

TB: He gave drugs to them.

JC: He did that. It was a novel approach, a very novel approach.

TB: For how long were you with the Center?

JC: Six years. During my stay I wrote a paper on psychoactive drugs with Jonathan Cole that was published in 1959 in a volume on Research in Psychopharmacology in Children, edited by Seymour Fisher. And then, I had a paper on psychopharmacology that was published in the Encyclopedia Britannica in 1959.

TB: You left the center in 1963?

JC: Yes, that was about right.

TB: Why did you leave?

JC: Well, I don’t think I had a particular motive for leaving.

TB: You became the Chief of the Scientific Analysis Branch of the Life Science Division in the Army.

JC: Oh yes. I worked with Colonel Huber for several years.

TB: Then you moved to the Life Sciences Research Office of the Federated Societies for Experimental Biology?

JC: The movement from the Army to the Life Sciences Research Office was really an extension of the program in the Army. They financed that office, but we were not in the military.

TB: So, that was a continuation of your work in the Army. Weren’t you director of the office?

JC: Yes.

TB: It was during those years that you became involved in food safety.

JC: That’s right. There’s always the opportunity to embrace something novel that hasn’t been done before. In 1979, we had the opportunity to really develop a food safety council.

TB: And you also developed standards of safety for drugs. 

JC: No, at the time it was primarily safety of food ingredients. The agricultural industry was very concerned about that, because there had been a lot of claims that food was not good and had bad things in it. So we had the opportunity then to establish a food safety council to investigate that kind of problem. And that was working very well. It was about ten people that constituted our original group. I had to get them together, make arrangements for meetings with them, and we had to come forward at the end, whether one or another foodstuff is safe, or no. It became a big job that went on and on for a long time and I was looking around for help. I needed a good competent secretary and I was very fortunate in being able to find one. It was through my secretary that I met Sallie Carr. We married and have been happily together for 19 years, and that’s about my story.

TB: You have not mentioned the journal Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology. Weren’t you the editor of the journal? How did that come about? 

JC: My friends, who were always looking for jobs for me, came and said “Look, a new journal is going to be published by Academic Press in California and we need somebody to be the editor of that journal. I said I didn’t want to do that; “I don’t want to go to New York; I don’t want to go to Washington, I don’t want to go anywhere”. And they said, “You can do it right out of your own home.” I said, “How do you do that?” They said, “You can have an office in your home.” Well, that’s when I met Sallie. You met Sallie, my wife. And Sallie said, “I figure that’s a good idea. Let’s try it.” So we did that and the darn thing took off. Now I get so many manuscripts coming in that I work from early morning till night. We work very, very hard. We have a beautiful office in our home. The journal was growing faster than we wanted. It’s the price of success. I guess.

TB: And, you are the editor-in-chief of the journal, right?

JC: That’s right. Well, I get the manuscripts that are submitted for possible publication and then I have a whole bunch of people that I use as peer reviewers. I look at the manuscript and I pick out two peer reviewers and the manuscript goes off to them. Very rarely they come back with, “That’s a great thing; publish it; go ahead.” It happens that one reviewer says, “it is great, publish it,” and the other one says, “it’s terrible, don’t publish it.” That’s also rare, though. Usually they have some kind of objection or suggestion for doing such and such, and they lay it out for me. Our role is only as an intermediary. The manuscripts then go back to the authors and they have to decide whether they will do the suggested revisions.

TB: So, the journal keeps you very busy.

JC: If I had not had Sallie to help me out, I wouldn’t have been able to do it.

TB: As editor-in chief you are working with a group of people.

JC: Well, out of the journal in 1984 grew an organization known as the International Society of Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology. It is composed of scientists who give their time and effort to evaluate for companies whether their products are safe and should be pursued for approval by the Food and Drug Administration. Products, especially in the medical field, have to be approved by the Food and Drug Administration. So, the companies come to our group and ask us to give them an opinion about the safety of their products. It may save them a lot of work. The companies have their own scientists who do reviews for them, but they like an outside person who is independent who can give them their opinion. We do a little bit of that. It’s a lot of work, but, anyway, it’s also a lot of fun. We don’t make any money out of it, but it’s nice to be able to do that.

TB: How many members do you have in the society?

JC: It’s a small organization, has always been small with about 250 members from around the world. I would say that, at least 200 are domestic and from Canada and the rest come from elsewhere. We hold annual meetings; we usually try to hold at least one meeting and, if possible, we have a second or third. Now this year alone, we have already had two meetings and are anticipating a third. We have dealt with the Food Quality Protection Act in March that is going to be published in the journal.

TB: Who is organizing those meetings?

JC: Sallie, my wife. Some of those meetings are quite small. We had one on DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) in 1995 in Florida with about 20 in attendance. The report was written up, and then published in our journal. So now, four years later, we’ve been contacted and asked if we would now hold another meeting on DNA.

TB: In most of your meetings you evaluate whether one or another product is safe.

JC: Yes, that’s right.

TB: And you publish the reports of all those safety evaluations by your group in the journal. 

JC: We don’t publish all the reports. Some of the reports are confidential. The firm pays the money to bring the scientists together. We are sort of an intermediary.

TB: Intermediary?

JC: Our role is to organize the meeting and to give them a report on what transpired at the meeting. 

TB: I understood from you that the society is international.

JC: Well, yes, but most of our members as I indicated before are from the United States.

TB: Who are the people involved?

JC: Most of them are well known scientists from the pharmaceutical or food industry. I don’t think I can name them all. We have a lot of them. 

TB: That’s fine. What would you consider your most important contribution?

JC: Well, I got an award in the mid-1980s from the University of Edinburgh for my work on chemical anesthesia, the history of chemical anesthesia.

TB: So you had also been involved in chemical anesthesia.

JC: Long time ago John Krantz got me interested in the nature of anesthetic agents, and for my review I read all the literature related to the discovery of the anesthetics. At the time they were first discovered no one knew that if you put a person to sleep by the inhalation of an anesthetic, or suspected anesthetic, that they would ever wake up again.

TB: A last question: Are you still continuing with the journal?

JC: Yes.

TB: In concluding I would like to add that your work has had a major impact on toxicology. 

JC: I like to think that. 

TB: Thank you for sharing this information with us. 

JC: Okay.

* Charles Jelleff Carr was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1910.  After earning a PhD in pharmacology at the University of Maryland in 1937, he held faculty positions at Maryland and at Purdue University, before joining the Psychopharmacology Service Center of the NIMH in 1957.  He later edited the journal Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology. Carr died in 2005. 





