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Pioneering graduates break through the ages

Scientific
innowvation has
always been
important in
UCD, writes
Claire O’Connell

A low-dose aspirin a day can help
kesp a heart attack at bay, but it
wis a UCTD meedical graduate wha
was central to fipuring out why.
And for innovations as diverse as
kattery-driven Erains. the
Shannon hydroelectric schems
and a core far leprosy, we alsa
have to thank picneering UCD
graduntes of medicine, science
and enginesring: disciplines that
kave had a strong presspce at
Earlsfart Terrace.

(e of the most recent high-
prafile breakthroughs came in
the 15905 when Prof Garret Fit-
eGernkd, whe studied medicine at
UCD, worked aut the malecular
detnils of how low doses of

aspirin can make the clog-forming
blood platelets less sticky and
kelp protect people who are at
risk of a repeat heart attack.

*Hiz work has had a huge
impact on our underssanding of
inflammatory processes,” says Dir
Patrick Felle, n senior lectursr in
kealtheare informatics at TICT

Praf FitzGerald, who is now at
Pennsylvania State University in
Philadelphia, also pointed put the
potential heart-attsck risks of
taking cther types of non-ster-
oidal amti-inflammatary drugs,
which were eventually with-
drawn from the market, adds Dir
Felle.

Crther picnesrs of medical sci-
ence imclude TICD chemistry
graduate [y Vincent Barry, wha
set about looking for a cure far
tuberculasis (TR in the 19605 Ta
this end the Cerkman's team
made and tested hundreds of
chemical compounds, They dis-
covered one that had no effect an
THE hut could combat the hacte-
rium that causes leprosy instesd.

At the time the compound was
costly to make and difficult to
work with, but taday it remains
am important companent of multi-
drug treatment of leprosy,

The mpst p:lnl:-'ll]:.r recognised
UCD graduate is probably Tip-
perary-harn physiologist Edward
Conway, who studied medicine
ad late=r bacame professor of bio-
chemistry and pharmacology at
the callege. He figured out how
cells move ians across their mem-
branes to generate elactric poten-
tials, a fundamental process that
underpins many events in the
body.

Conway is thought to have nar-
rowly missed out on a Mobel
Prize following his description in
1241 of how cells keep different
l=vels of ions on either side of
their membranes.

“Conwnay did the criginal wark
on calcium chanmels and how
thimgs g=t across cell mem-
branes,” says Dr Fell=. “He was n
pinmeer.”

And where Conway figared
out the currents of microscopic
cells, anacher UCD graduats had
plans for penerating electricity
on a larger scale. Enginesr Dir
Thomas A McLaughlin was the
brain behind the Shannon hydros-
leciric scheme in the L[920s,
explains UCD's current dean of
engineering, Prof Gerry Byme.

Drogheda-torm Mclaughlin

hind gane towork with Siemens in
Berlin and, while thers, he saw
the potential of generating ebec-
tricity from the Shannon. He con-
vinced his employers and the
Irish gowernment o undertaks
the praject, which waould cost
arcund ope fifth of the national
budget. A f=at of engineering was
born at Ardnacrusha thag pro-
vided much needed employment
and led to the ESE being estab-
lished.

“He was the brains behind it
kasically, be was the innovator
for the whaole project,” says
Byrne. *#&t the time it was one of
the largest generation systems
developed internaticnally, it was
1 huge project. And for Ireland in
particular it was massive. Even
teday it°s s2ill amazing what they
were able o achieve in those

years.”

While slectrification drove the |

Irish economy forward, ancther
UCD graduate looked to power
the much-nesded cranspart
system. James Drumm developed
an alkaline battery to power spe-
cinlised, tram-like trains that
recharged at stations at the end of
each run. "Drumm trains” aper-
ated hetween Duklin and Bray in

the 1930, and while the second
World War and the rise of diesel
trxins effectively scuppered the
technalogy's growth, Drumm is
still comsidersd an impartant
innavator, accerding to Byrne,
“Atchat stage, the whals develop-
ment was at the keading edge and
ke bind an internaticnal profile in
terms of his achisvemenis,” he
says. “Rut it takes a whals ot of
things for an invention to come o
fruition, and the politics of the
day is important.”

A more recent UCT invention
that did blessom internaticnally
is a wehicle suspension system
designed by the Late professor of
mechanical =nginsering Seamus
Timeney, His team’s inde-
pends=nt whesl suspension
appraach l=d to the development
of vehicl=s far the [tish army in

Dr Austin Mascal, |27 presenting Prof Garret Fitzgerald with the
Boyle Medal by for outstanding contribution. Photograph Ene Luke

1975, and has since besn used by
militaries all over the world and
far specinlised emergency
service wehicles, including fire
tepders at airports. ¥ The main f2a-
ture is the uniqueness of the sus-
pension system they designed.
Ench individual whesl has its own
suspension,” explains Byroe, wha
took ower Timoney's post at
LRI,

He notes that compared with
former decades, research at UTCD
has now hecome mare team-
binsed, with a focus on commer-
cialisation. There's a very strong
drive for innovation in TTCD," ke
SAYE.

“Mast of the projects have an
objective. The question is asked:
can this be commercialised? The
main thrast is much stronger now
thian in those days.™



