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by  ira  pastan

gerald d. aurbaCh revolutionized our understanding of 
bone metabolism and calcium homeostasis.

gerald d. aurbach was born in cleveland, ohio, on 
march 24, 1927, but grew up in Washington, d.c. after 
spending one year in the u.s. army-air force at the end of 
World War ii, he entered the university of Virginia, where 
he received his bachelor’s degree in 1950 and his m.d. in 
1954. these years at the university of Virginia were some of 
the happiest days of gerry’s life and he remained devoted to 
the university of Virginia for the remainder of his life. he 
received the singular honor of being named the centennial 
alumnus of the university in 1988. ironically it was during 
a visit to the university on november 4, 1991, that he was 
fatally injured in a senseless act of violence. 

gerry began his studies on parathyroid hormone early 
in his career while a medical student at the university of 
Virginia in the laboratory of dr. William parson. dr. parson 
was chief of medicine and a professor of medicine at the 
university of Virginia. a renowned endocrinologist, parson 
had worked with dr. fuller albright, a leader in the field of 
endocrinology and metabolism, while training at the mas-
sachusetts general hospital. after graduation from medical 
school, gerry took an internship at the new england medical 
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center and a residency at the boston city hospital. in 1956 
he joined the laboratory of ted astwood as a research fel-
low at tufts medical school, where he was able to continue 
his studies on parathyroid hormone. this area of research 
occupied most of his research career. at that time only a 
few polypeptide hormones had been characterized. it was 
known that injection of an extract of parathyroid glands 
into test animals raised calcium levels in the blood, but the 
nature of the active substance was not known. many investi-
gators had already tried to purify this factor without success. 
gerry thought of the novel idea of using phenol extraction 
to remove the hormone from proteins with which it was as-
sociated and to inactivate proteases causing its degradation. 
this approach was very successful and a paper published in 
1959 established gerry as the leader in the field. 

despite his early success gerry felt he needed further 
training in research and applied to a new, prestigious train-
ing program at the national institutes of health in bethesda, 
maryland. gerry was selected for the research associate 
training program and in 1959 joined the laboratory of 
William Jakoby, where he received training in enzyme bio-
chemistry. in 1961 he accepted a research associate position 
in the metabolic diseases branch of the national institute 
of arthritis and metabolic diseases and established his own 
research group. he spent his entire career in the branch, 
eventually becoming its chief in 197�.

When gerry started his own laboratory, he returned to 
the parathyroid hormone field. his first goal was to obtain 
sufficient amounts of highly purified protein to determine 
its sequence. this was a challenging problem because the 
amount of hormone in each parathyroid is very low; para-
thyroid glands are small and protein purification techniques 
were in their infancy. aurbach and colleagues were able 
to overcome these obstacles and they obtained sufficient 
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amounts of highly purified bovine and human hormone to 
fully characterize the protein. in addition, they were able 
to chemically synthesize a biologically active form of the 
protein. these studies opened up the field of parathyroid 
hormone research, eventually leading to the understand-
ing and treatment of several important diseases, including 
osteoporosis.

the availability of purified parathyroid hormone enabled 
gerry to investigate several new areas of research. one of 
these was to develop a radioimmunoassay that could measure 
parathyroid hormone levels in the blood and other body 
fluids. this assay became a valuable tool in the diagnosis of 
hyperparathyroidism. a second was to radiolabel parathyroid 
hormone and determine its pharmacokinetic behavior. and 
a third was to investigate the mechanism of parathyroid hor-
mone action. influenced by the classic studies of earl suther-
land, gerry reasoned that parathyroid hormone acted on its 
target tissues, kidney and bone, by raising cyclic adenosine 
monophosphate (amp) levels. to study this process in ani-
mals and humans he and his fellow, lew chase, developed 
a highly sensitive assay for cyclic amp. they then used this 
assay to show that parathyroid hormone activated adenylate 
cyclase and elevated cyclic amp levels in target cells and in 
the urine. the cyclic amp in the urine could be used to as-
sess the parathyroid hormone status of patients, an invaluable 
clinical tool. he was also in the position to investigate some 
hereditary diseases of calcium metabolism. fuller albright 
had described pseudohypoparathyroidism as the first example 
of a disease of hormone resistance rather than hormone 
deficiency. gerry and lew chase discovered that patients 
with pseudohypoparathyroidism failed to elevate cyclic amp 
levels in the urine in response to parathyroid hormone and 
showed that the biochemical basis of this was a defect in the 
ability of parathyroid hormone to activate renal adenylate 
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cyclase. and later, with allen spiegel, gerry showed that the 
specific defect in adenylate cyclase was a deficiency in the 
guanine nucleotide binding protein gs. 

gerry’s contributions extended outside the parathyroid 
hormone field and had broad implications for the entire 
field of hormone action. one very important contribution 
was the design and synthesis of radiolabeled iodohydroxy-
benzylpindol. this compound was used as a marker of spe-
cific binding to the beta-adrenergic receptor, and enabled 
aurbach and colleagues to study in detail a critical initial 
step in hormone action. 

gerry was a fine physician and his groundbreaking re-
search in the parathyroid hormone field resulted in many 
patients being referred to the national institutes of health 
from community hospitals as well as large medical centers in 
the united states and abroad. gerry being a compassionate 
person and physician kept in close touch with his patients 
over the years. in collaboration with John doppman, a 
radiologist from the clinical center, and many endocrine 
surgeons, including sam Wells, murray brennan, and Jeff 
norton, gerry’s team achieved an extraordinary success 
rate in treating patients with hyperparathyroidism who had 
previously had unsuccessful neck exploration; thus, making 
the nih clinical center the leading referral center for the 
treatment of hyperparathyroidism. 

additionally, studies by his group, and particularly with 
steve marx, led to the characterization of several hereditary 
forms of hyperparathyroidism (multiple endocrine neoplasia 
type 1, familial hypocalciuric hypercalcemia, hyperparathy-
roidism-jaw tumor syndrome) and the eventual identification 
of the genetic basis for each of these diseases. one striking 
example of gerry’s impact on clinical medicine is the cur-
rent excitement about using parathyroid hormone to treat 
osteoporosis. 
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gerry’s reputation as an outstanding researcher and a 
superb mentor and clinician encouraged young physicians 
to come to nih to work and train in his laboratory. many 
are now leaders in the endocrinology and biomedical com-
munities; these include lew chase (chief of medical service, 
Veterans affairs medical center, Washington university, st. 
louis), allen spiegel (director of the national institute of 
diabetes and digestive and Kidney diseases [niddK]), steve 
marx (chief of the metabolic diseases branch at niddK), ed 
brown (endocrine/hypertension division at brigham and 
Women’s hospital in boston), maria luisa brandi (professor 
in the endocrine section at the university of florence in 
italy), and John bilezikian (chief of the endocrine division 
at columbia university medical center in new york). 

gerry’s contributions were recognized by many awards, 
some of which included the John horsely memorial award 
from the university of Virginia in 1960, the andre lichiwitz 
prize from france in 1968, the William f. neuman award 
of the american society for bone and mineral research in 
1981, the gairdner foundation international award in 198�, 
the edwin b. astwood award from the endocrine society 
in 1985; and the distinguished service medal of the public 
health service in 1988. 

perhaps one of the most meaningful awards was the ed-
win b. astwood award of the endocrine society. this was 
because gerry began his research career in dr. astwood’s 
laboratory and was very active in the endocrine society, 
holding positions on various committees and serving as 
its president from 1998 to 1999. since his death, both the 
endocrine society and the american society for bone and 
mineral research have established memorial lectures in his 
honor. the university of Virginia medical school established 
the gerald d. aurbach professorship in endocrinology in 
1998 in recognition of his scientific contributions and his 
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service, and in 2002 the university named their new medical 
research building “the gerald d. aurbach medical research 
building” in his honor. 

gerry was a member of many prestigious medical societ-
ies, including the american society for clinical investiga-
tion, the american society for biochemistry and molecular 
biology, and the association of american physicians. he was 
a founding member of the american society for bone and 
mineral research. he served as president of the endocrine 
society. in 1986 he was elected into the national academy 
of sciences. 

gerry was a fourth generation Washingtonian. his moth-
er’s family arrived in Washington in 1859. he attended the 
lafayette elementary school and graduated from Wilson 
high school in 1945. part of his reason for joining the 
nih staff was to return to the city he loved. gerry was a 
devoted husband to hannah, whom he married in 1960, 
and he was a wonderful father who set a fine example for 
their daughters, elissa and pamela. yearly family vacations at 
north shores in rehoboth beach, delaware, and in Virginia 
beach, Virginia, were always looked forward to. Winter trips 
to colonial Williamsburg, Virginia, through new year’s eve 
were also a favorite, especially since hannah was from the 
tidewater area. 

a lover of classical music, gerry was also an accomplished 
pianist who enjoyed sitting down at his steinway grand (which 
he had played since age 6) upon returning home from work 
no matter what the hour. he could often be seen jogging in 
great falls park close to his home in potomac, maryland. 
he was an avid redskins fan through both the good and bad 
times. he and his dad seldom missed attending the sena-
tors baseball games. he was a collector of old maps, and any 
John Wayne movie was his favorite. he and hannah visited 
all new art exhibitions in Washington and found local art 
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museums when traveling; the smithsonian national air and 
space museum was gerry’s favorite because of his love of 
flying. gerry also enjoyed traveling. trips to asia (especially 
singapore), israel, and europe, often combined with meet-
ings and speaking engagements, were always very special to 
both gerry and hannah. 

i met gerry in boston when he was a fellow in the labora-
tory of ted astwood and i was a medical student. We came 
to the national institutes of health the same year and were 
both interested in the mechanism of action of polypeptide 
hormones. because we lived in the same general area, we 
often drove home from work together. he was a wonderful 
friend and colleague, as well as a gentle, wise, and supportive 
person loved and respected by his colleagues and family. 
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