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Introduction
Gilead Sciences stands as one of the most consequential and innovative
biopharmaceutical companies of modern times, a trailblazer in antiviral therapy whose
influence extends from the laboratory bench to clinics and communities across the
globe. Founded in California in 1987 by Dr. Michael L. Riordan and a team of visionary
scientists, Gilead has grown from a small, research-focused start-up into a powerful
S&P 500 corporation with a diverse portfolio of life-saving drugs. Throughout its
storied history, Gilead has embodied the spirit of American entrepreneurship, blending
scientific ambition with business strategy to reshape the treatment of diseases such
as HIV/AIDS, hepatitis B and C, and, more recently, COVID-19.

This book seeks to chart not only the history of Gilead Sciences—from its origins as
Oligogen, with its early focus on oligonucleotides and gene therapy, to its emergence
as a leading pharmaceutical innovator—but also to review its current operations and
future prospects. Gilead's journey is marked by a series of scientific breakthroughs,
strategic acquisitions, and business reinventions that have changed how some of the
world’s most devastating diseases are managed. The company’s efforts in HIV, for
example, led to the development of single-tablet regimens that revolutionized patient
care and outcomes, setting new standards in global public health.

Yet, Gilead’s story is not solely one of triumph. The company has also been at the
center of fierce debates around drug pricing, access, and corporate responsibility. Its
pricing of breakthrough treatments—particularly for hepatitis C and HIV—has provoked
government investigations, legal battles, and societal debate. At the same time,
Gilead’s commitment to expanding access to medicines, particularly in low- and
middle-income countries, reflects the complex and often contradictory pressures faced
by major biopharmaceutical firms in the 21st century.

Gilead Sciences’ impact extends beyond virology. Through strategic acquisitions in
oncology and ongoing investment in areas such as inflammation and cell therapy, the
company is positioning itself for a future where the boundaries between therapeutic
verticals continue to blur. Investment in research and development remains at the
core of Gilead’s operations, underpinning the development of new drugs, the
improvement of existing therapies, and the pursuit of innovative approaches to cure
and prevention.

In the pages that follow, we will explore Gilead’s major milestones and turning points,
as well as the challenges and controversies that have shaped its trajectory. We will
delve into the financial underpinnings of its success, the reasoning behind its strategic
moves, and the ethical questions that have accompanied its growth. By examining
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these elements together—the scientific, the business, the ethical, and the
personal—this book offers both an intimate and panoramic account of Gilead Sciences,
its journey, and its ongoing quest to create a healthier world.

Finally, as Gilead navigates pivotal transitions—balancing growth in established
therapeutic areas with bold new investments, responding to social and regulatory
expectations, and embracing the challenges of technological change—its story holds
vital lessons for business leaders, scientists, policymakers, and patients alike. This is
the story of an American company that has left an indelible mark on medicine, society,
and the future of global health.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations: The Birth of Gilead
Sciences
The year was 1987, and the world of medicine was buzzing with both apprehension
and burgeoning hope. The AIDS epidemic was a grim reality, challenging scientists to
innovate at an unprecedented pace. It was against this backdrop that a vision for a
new kind of biopharmaceutical company began to take shape, born from the ambitious
mind of a young medical doctor named Michael L. Riordan. Fresh from his studies at
Washington University in St. Louis, Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, and Harvard
Business School, Riordan possessed a unique blend of scientific acumen and
entrepreneurial drive. His journey into the world of venture capital at Menlo Ventures,
though seemingly a departure from his medical training, proved to be a pivotal
experience, arming him with the financial insights necessary to bring his scientific
aspirations to fruition.

Riordan’s concept for a groundbreaking pharmaceutical venture wasn't merely a
fleeting thought; it originated as a dedicated research project during his time as an
associate at Menlo Ventures. He envisioned a company that would tackle life-
threatening diseases, particularly viral infections, a field that held a personal interest
for him after he himself contracted dengue fever. To lay the scientific groundwork,
Riordan sought out the brightest minds in the academic world, collaborating with three
distinguished scientific advisors: Peter Dervan of Caltech, Doug Melton of Harvard, and
Harold M. Weintraub of the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center. Each brought a
unique and invaluable perspective to the nascent company's scientific advisory board.
Alongside these scientific luminaries, H. Dubose Montgomery, one of the founders of
Menlo Ventures, played a crucial role in establishing the company.

The company's initial name was "Oligogen," a rather technical moniker that hinted at
its early focus: oligonucleotides. These small strands of DNA were central to the
burgeoning field of antisense therapy, a form of gene therapy that aimed to target and
block specific genetic sequences responsible for disease. While "Oligogen" accurately
reflected this specialized research, Riordan had always harbored a different name in
mind—Gilead Sciences. However, a trademark clearance issue with a California non-
profit organization using the name "Gilead" temporarily delayed his preferred choice.
Undeterred, Riordan resolved the naming conflict, reportedly making a $1,000
donation to the non-profit, and in 1988, the company officially embraced its enduring
name: Gilead Sciences. The name itself, "Gilead," was inspired by the ancient "balm of
Gilead," a revered medicinal substance mentioned in the Bible, symbolizing healing
and hope.
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With its foundational team and a clear, albeit ambitious, scientific direction, Gilead
Sciences was ready to move forward. The initial investment of $2 million from Menlo
Ventures provided the crucial seed capital needed to kickstart operations. This early
funding allowed Riordan to establish the company's headquarters in Foster City,
California, a strategic move that placed Gilead within a vibrant biotechnology hub,
with access to a rich talent pool of scientists and researchers. From its humble
beginnings as a small laboratory outside San Francisco with just six employees, Gilead
was poised to embark on a journey that would redefine the landscape of
pharmaceutical development.

Riordan, who took on the roles of founder, chairman, and chief executive officer,
steered the company through its formative years. He understood that the path of drug
discovery was fraught with financial uncertainty and would require significant capital
investment over many years before any returns could be expected. Therefore,
securing substantial funding was paramount. Beyond the initial investment, Riordan
continued to attract capital, raising millions in additional investments over the ensuing
years. In 1988, he even attempted to persuade none other than Warren Buffett to join
Gilead's board of directors or invest in the fledgling company, though Buffett politely
declined, citing that he would bring "nothing special to the enterprise, except for my
name."

The company's early research efforts were intensely focused on making small DNA
strands for gene therapy, particularly antisense therapy. This innovative approach
aimed to interfere with the genetic instructions that lead to disease. In 1990, Gilead
entered a research collaboration with Glaxo, focusing on genetic code blockers, also
known as antisense. While this particular collaboration would eventually conclude in
1998, it marked an important early step in Gilead's strategic partnerships.

By 1991, Gilead began generating modest revenues, primarily from collaborative
projects, and importantly, shifted its research focus towards small molecule antiviral
therapeutics. This strategic pivot would prove crucial for the company's future
success. As Gilead progressed in its research, the time came to seek public
investment. In January 1992, Gilead Sciences made its debut on the NASDAQ stock
exchange, completing its Initial Public Offering (IPO). The IPO successfully raised
$86.25 million, providing a significant financial boost to fuel the company’s ambitious
research and development pipeline.

Despite the successful IPO, Gilead was still several years away from launching its first
product. The painstaking process of drug development, from initial discovery to
regulatory approval, is a marathon, not a sprint. However, the foundational work was
well underway. In June 1996, nearly nine years after its founding, Gilead celebrated a
significant milestone: the launch of its first commercial product, Vistide (cidofovir
injection). Vistide was approved for the treatment of cytomegalovirus (CMV) retinitis in
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patients with AIDS, a debilitating eye infection that could lead to blindness. This
achievement marked Gilead's transition from a pure research entity to a company with
a tangible, life-improving product in the market, a testament to the vision and
perseverance of its founders and early scientific teams. Riordan, having successfully
guided the company through its genesis and into its initial commercial phase, stepped
down as CEO in 1996, though he remained on the board for a period.
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