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Young researcher stalks cancer

Research: With little
life outside the lab, a
Hopkins worker studies
a chemical that shuts
down tumors in rats.

By FRANK D. ROYLANCE

SUNSTAFF

Clutching a clear plastic
tub containing two enormous
white rats, Young Hee Ko
scampers through a labyrinth
)ot laboratory hallways at the
25
r

Johns Hopkins Institute for
Basic Biomedical Sciences.

Down stairwells, through
automatic doors and across
glassed-in bridges spanning
busy East Baltimore. streets,
she is a blur of black clogs,
blue jeans and obligatory
white lab coat.

Ko and her pink-eyed rats,
named “One Dottie” and “July
Mom” (JM), are late for a date
in Dr. Martin G. Pomper’s ra-
diology lab, a pit stop in their
marathon race to find a cure
for cancer.

Trailing her are Ko’s col-

league and mentor, biochem-
ist Peter Pedersen, and David
Rini, a medical illustrator and
their project manager. They
are assisting with her investi-
gation of a compound called
3-bromopyruvate, otherwise
known as 3-Bp.

Cheap and easy to produce,
3-Bp has snuffed out large,
aggressive liver cancers in
rats by blocking the tumors’
ability to metabolize the glu-
cose they need to survive.

In a small study published
last month in Biochemical
and Biophysi- Eiee Ko, 6a]

@
A
CHIAKI KAWAJIRI: SUN STAFF
Young Hee Ko prepares One Dottie (the rat she’s touching)
and July Mom for PET scans of their eancerous tumors,
which she is treating with a commonly available chemical.
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Little sleep, long hours in lab
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cal Research Communica-
tions, Ko and Pedersen re-
ported those findings. They re-
ported that 3-Bp did not appear
to harm healthy tissue and that
there was no recurrence of the
disease — and no exceptions. All
¢ the rats recovered.
It’s not a victory in the war on
- cancer, not by a long shot. Re-
| searchers have seen too many
{ chemicals that destroyed tu-
., mors in rodents but ultimately
failed in humans. Even if they
;. find that 3-Bp works on people,
too, the researchers know how
. hard it is to get funding for full
< clinical trials — especially for a
- cheap, common chemical that
+ can't be patented.
{  But Ko, her colleagues and
her rats are a fascinating story
. of science in progress, one that
- plays out every day in laborato-
« ries around the country as re-
" searchers spend years, or entire
: careers, pursuing ideas that
could turn into medical break-
throughs — but can just as well
| turn into dead ends.
- For now, Ko's team believes it
. has good reason for hope — and
1 for Ko herself, even more reason
to put in the obsessive, 18-hour
| days and sleepless nights that
+ have ruled the very private sci-
- entist’s life for more than a dec-
ade,
- 8o far, they say, 3-Bp has also
| worked well against human liver
. and breast cancer cell lines
- tested in vitro, in the lab. Com-
‘pared with other agents that
. cured cancer in rats but not in

Rini says, 3-Bp works

* humans,
. at “a mueh more fundamental
- level of cell metabolism. You
- could say the more basic you go,
. the more we have in common
. withrats”
4
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