Meet...
Ram SaS i Se kh aran BIOENGINEER, Cambridge, Massachusetts

What He’s Doing

Ram Sasisekharan is investigating "life's basic rules for
design." His contribution to this problem is understanding
carbohydrates—indispensible natural molecules used by
all life forms.

The complex carbohydrates you probably know are in foods—
pasta and bread, for instance. However, in our bodies, complex
carbohydrates are gluey substances that do an amazing number of
things: They hold cells together and communicate messages. They
look something like trees, with branches of all sizes extending in
every direction.
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His Findings

Sasisekharan's lure to tackling problems—really hard
ones—has earned him a reputation as the go-to guy for tough
chemical mysteries that need a solution immediately. For
example, he recently got a call from the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration, the government agency that keeps our foods and
medicines safe. The problem they faced was a contaminated
drug batch, and people were getting very sick. Some were dying.
The drug was heparin, a blood-thinner used by millions of
Americans to prevent heart attacks and strokes ... and itself a
complex carbohydrate molecule.

To attack the problem, Sasisekharan developed a technique
to detect the contaminant—a carbohydrate that looked just like
heparin but worked very differently. His knowledge of
carbohydrates is saving lives.

Meet more interesting chemists at http://www.nigms.nih.gov/ChemHealthWeb.
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