
 

'It's Taken 40 Years, But It Worked' 
An interview with the 2021 Canada Gairdner Award laureates: 
Mary-Claire King, 2021 Canada Gairdner International Award laureate 
and Elizabeth Eisenhauer, 2021 Canada Gairdner Wightman Award laureate 

Mary-Claire King 

I've been studying the problem of inherited predisposition to breast and 
ovarian cancer for more than 40 years now. It was inspired originally by 
surgeons and oncologists who recognized that there were some families in 
which many women developed breast cancer, or worse ovarian cancer, despite 
having done everything right. 

We thought maybe there is a genetic predisposition that is inherited in these 
families, and maybe it's possible to find it. And it worked. It's taken 40 years, 
but it worked. It saved the lives of a lot of women, and now with the 
technology of today, this entire project could be done by one graduate 
student in a summer rotation. 

Elizabeth Eisenhauer 

For many years I was the director of the Investigational New Drug Program at 
the Canadian Cancer Trials Group. In particular, I focused on new drugs that 
hadn't been tested in people yet, but looked as though they were really 
interesting and showed some evidence of benefiting cancer patients. 

Now at the time I began this work in 1982, a lot of pharmaceutical companies 
weren't interested in investing in cancer because it was too high risk, so most 
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of the work came from academic labs and scientists trying to find something 
that might bring a glimmer of hope to cancer patients if we could translate it 
into a therapy. Some of the studies we did turned out to be for drugs that 
were really important for cancer treatment and are used today to manage 
cancer patients, not only in Canada but around the world. 

Unleashing the power of collaborative research to create communities that 
get there faster together was a really inspiring time for me.  

Mary-Claire King 

The two great things about science are being able to work with fabulous 
people and never having it be the end. I'm 75 years old and I fully anticipate 
doing this for years and years ahead. 
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