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THE NAKED TRUTH

Venting his spleen

Some people refer to John Moore
as Spleenless in Seattle because his
medical history is fraught with
ironies that border on the ridicu-
lous. Moore has become the central
figure in an urban legend because a
doctor patented a quirk in Moore’s
unusual genetic code. At least part
of this urban legend is true.

Hank Greely, a professor of law
at California’s Stanford Law
School, says Moore’s spleen has be-
come the poster child for the issue
of commercialization involving ge-
netic projects. He cites the case in
every property and health law class
he teaches. Legend has it that Dr.
David Golde, a McGill graduate,
recognized something of consider-
able value in Moore’s spleen. He re-
moved the organ and, according to
lore, earned millions after he
patented Moore’s genetic code.

The reality is far less dramatic
and much less lucrative. In fact,
Moore had hairy cell leukemia,
which was considered a mysterious
form of cancer in the early 1970s. A

splenectomy was performed because
it was the only cure. Moore’s spleen
was severely abnormal, weighing in
at an estimated 9 kg. And there was
something else unusual about the
case: his cancer was believed to be
B-cell disease but 2 cell lines Golde
cultured from Moore’s spleen
showed T-cell disease.

The greatest scientific achieve-
ment to come of the cell lines was
the discovery of the second human
retrovirus, human T-lymphotropic
virus type 2 (HTLV-2), in 1992.
Greely says Moore’s leukemia ex-
pressed itself as T-cell disease be-
cause of the HTLV-2 infection.

Some drug companies were ini-
tially interested in the cells because
of their association with cytokines,
but pursued other avenues. Dr.
Golde had some financial interests
in the cell lines, but Greely said
these were “never licensed, never
sold, never used — no one ever
made a dime off the patent.”
(UCLA didn’t maintain the patent
and the cells are now offered for
sale through classified ads.)

Moore filed suit against Golde and
UCLA in 1983. The case went to the
California Supreme Court on a mo-
tion to dismiss and Moore accepted a
settlement worth between $200 000
and $400 000. “Basically the court
costs ate it up,” Greely said.

Golde is now chief of staff at
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer
Center in Manhattan, while Moore
works in sales and marketing with a
Seattle Internet company. He expe-
rienced one recurrence of his
leukemia, which is now considered

one of the most curable types of
cancer.

Greely, who may cite the case in
an upcoming book, related the
strange facts during the Second In-
ternational Conference on DNA
Sampling in Edmonton this fall. He
told conference goers he was hon-
est with Moore when it came to
disclosing financial interests. “I told
Moore: ‘I suppose I should tell you,
given your history, that I could
make money from this.’ He said:
‘Well, are you gonna give me
some?’ And I said: ‘Well, that’s not
my plan at this time, but if you
want to we can talk about it.’

“He just laughed and let it
lapse.” — © Richard Cairney

King Tut’s curse due to fatal
spores?

A French scientist’s research into the
longevity of infectious microbes may
have unlocked the secret of the
Pharaoh’s Curse. King Tut’s curse is
blamed for Lord Carnarvon’s ago-
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