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Friends and colleagues remember former NIEHS geneticist de Serres
By Eddy Ball

The field of environmental mutagenesis lost one of its leading figures with the death Dec. 21,
2014 of Frederick de Serres, Ph.D., at age 85 in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. His death resulted
from complications of the genetic condition alpha-1 anti-trypsin deficiency and a muscle-wasting
disorder.

In the final phase of his life, de Serres combined the rigor of his intellect as a scientist with his
personal health concerns, to become an expert on the disease that led to his death. He was a
tireless advocate for the millions of people worldwide, far too many of them never diagnosed,
whose health is compromised by alpha-1 anti-trypsin deficiency (see related story). The
deficiency typically leads to severe chronic respiratory disease that is worsened by environmental
exposures.

“Dr. de Serres was leaving NIEHS about the time I came here as a senior fellow,” said NIEHS
and National Toxicology Program (NTP) Director Linda Birnbaum, Ph.D. “But he was a pioneer
in the field of environmental health science, and our paths crossed many times over the past 35
years. His death is clearly a real loss for the community.”
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“For three decades Fred de Serres was the single biggest influence in my
professional career,” wrote Shelby. “He hired me as technician in his laboratory,
introduced me to scientific research, encouraged me to return to graduate school,
served on my graduate committee, hired me at NIEHS, and involved me in multiple
international scientific activities.”

A career devoted to studying gene-environment interactions

In several aspects, de Serres’ career paralleled the development of the field of
environmental mutagenesis, beginning with positions as a biologist with the Oak
Ridge National Laboratory, where he served as coordinator of the Environmental
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head of the NIEHS Laboratory of Environmental Mutagenesis. He served as NIEHS

associate director for genetics for 10 years beginning in 1976. In addition to his genetics research, de Serres was the U.S. and
NIEHS representative for a number of international projects related to mutagenesis and carcinogenesis.

In 1986, he joined Research Triangle Institute, predecessor of RTT International, as director of the Center for Life Sciences and
Toxicology. Following his retirement in 1995, de Serres was a consultant before rejoining the institute as a guest researcher. A
man of many interests, he was also president of a publishing company specializing in children’s literature (see related story),
during his years of semi-retirement.

The author of nearly 500 scientific publications, de Serres was a member of a long list of professional societies, editorial boards,
committees, panels, and foundations. He received a number of honors during his career, beginning in 1955 with recognition
from the Sigma Xi chapter at his alma mater, Yale University.

After becoming active in alpha-1 research and patient advocacy following his diagnosis in 1997, he was honored by the Alpha-1
Foundation and Alpha-1 Association. The title of his 2003 article in Environmental Health Perspectives summed up his attitude
toward the disease, “Alpha-1 anti-trypsin deficiency is not a rare disease, but a disease that is rarely diagnosed.”
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de Serres is survived by 4 children and their spouses, 9 grandchildren, and 4 great grandchildren. He was predeceased by his
wife, Christine, and a son, Jonathan. He was buried Jan. 4 in a private ceremony. The family plans a memorial service later this
spring.
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