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The Odd Legacy of

Howard Hughes

T
I HE HOWARD HUGHES MEDICAL INSTITUTE (HHMl) Was founded

J L o n December 17, 1953, six months after Watson and Crick
published their double-helical structure of DNA. In an irony of American
capitalism, the largest biomedical research philanthropy in the United States
was founded as a tax dodge for a defense contractor.

Howard Robard Hughes, Jr., set the institute up a week before his forty-
eighth birthday. He apparently had ideas about establishing a medical research
institution of some kind as early as 1926, according to George Thorn, who
was the institute's scientific director from 1956 to 1978.1; 2 Planning got more
serious in 1946, when Hughes commenced discussions about a medical insti-
tute with his personal physician Verne Mason. Hughes was then recovering
from injuries sustained in the crash of a prototype XF-11 photoreconnaissance
plane he was test-piloting. He was, perhaps, feeling especially appreciative of
modern medical technology and its scientific underpinnings and may have
been thinking about what sort of legacy to leave behind.3 In 1950, Hughes
gave a total of $100,000 directly to the first three Howard R. Hughes Fellows;
he funded another four in 1951.2

The institute was created as part of a legal package that carved the Hughes
Aircraft Company out of the Electronics Division of Summa Corporation.


