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For those interested in finding out more on the mundane life of a 
foreign-born separation scientist working in the pharmaceutical 
industry and living in suburban America...

 
 

My Career as a Separation Scientist: Part 3 (Late Career at Genentech and MWD 

Consulting).  

 

Part 3: Late Career at Genentech and MWD Consulting, is the last of a series of 3 

articles that chronicles my career as an analytical chemist and writer in separation 

science.  The backdrops are my childhood in Hong Kong, education in chemistry, and a 

chemistry and pharmaceutical research career in America. Part 3 focuses on my stint at 

Genentech, working on new drug development and the relocation back to Connecticut 

as a pharmaceutical consultant and teacher in separation science. 

 

A Recap of Part 1 and Part 2  
 
Part 1 is a story about my childhood growing up in Hong Kong and how I decided to 

come to America to study chemistry. Part 2 describes my graduate school journey in 

New York City, how I became an analytical chemist specializing in separation science 

and the transition to a pharmaceutical scientist after my first layoff.  My technical writing 

started in 1976 and continued through many industry jobs to the present time. 
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Links to Part 1 and Part 2 
 

Part 1: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/my-writing-career-i-early-childhood-high-school-

hong-kong-dong/ 

 

Part 2: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/my-writing-career-part-2-graduate-school-

technical-michael-dong/ 

 

Relocation to the Bay Area 
 
The San Francisco Bay Area occupies a special place in my heart.  It is a symbol of 

coolness, high technology, and entrepreneurship.  It is home to Silicon Valley and the 

birthplace of biotechnology.  Since 1997, the 40 members of our extended family had 

assembled in the Bay Area for a week of family reunions every ten years (2007 and 

2017). Sunny California has superb weather with moderate temperatures without any 

snow or humid summers.  It has the highest residential real estate pricings in the 

country where million-dollar homes are the norms today.  

 

I arrived at San Francisco International Airport (SFO) on Saturday, March 10, 2007, with 

a different mindset.  Instead of just visiting,  I would call this home for almost a decade.  

I rented a Toyota Camry and drove south on Freeway 101 for 12 miles to Foster City to 

my temporary housing, a furnished one-bedroom apartment next to a Chinese 

supermarket chain called Ranch 99. 

 

Buying a Condo 
 
I reported to work the following Monday morning for a day of orientation with 40 new 

Genentech recruits starting in the same week and went through an elaborate 

onboarding process.  I was thrilled with my personalized access card and the company 

UNIX ID. I walked into my new office in the late afternoon at Building #14, which had an 

unobstructed view of the main runway of SFO.  There, I spent many hours in the next 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/my-writing-career-i-early-childhood-high-school-hong-kong-dong/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/my-writing-career-i-early-childhood-high-school-hong-kong-dong/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/my-writing-career-part-2-graduate-school-technical-michael-dong/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/my-writing-career-part-2-graduate-school-technical-michael-dong/
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two years, gazing at numerous departing jets while ruminating strategies on my 

projects.   

 

The next two weeks saw frenzied activities of unpacking, acquainting with my 

colleagues and the 200+acre campus, and meeting with realtors in search of permanent 

housing.  I had my mindset on a condo instead of a single-family house since it costs 

less and requires no maintenance.  I spent many weekdays and weekends at open 

houses and made a bid for a 2-bedroom, 2.5-bath, 2-garage, 1500-sq ft townhouse 

condo in Foster City. While the inside was not updated, it was located on a private 

island where we had a water view from the master bedroom.  Our first bid was 

accepted, and I hired a handyman to install molding, blinds, and shelving in the garage 

and all closets.  

 

Life in California 
 
Living in California is indeed easier compared to the US East Coast: with informal 

attires, an open attitude of the diverse population, and of course, the sunny weather. 

We did not have air conditioning in the condo and rarely needed heating in the winter.  

There was a large Asian population in the area with an excellent selection of Chinese 

supermarkets and restaurants. We did not experience any feeling of being a minority in 

the Bay Area since we were the majority in many locations, particularly those with a 

strong school district. 

 

 It was a carefree and simple lifestyle for the two of us living in a condo with a stable job 

and a short commute.  My days started at 7:30 am in my office till ~6:30 pm to avoid 

traffic on the freeway.  Lunch was taken at cafeterias on campus with multiple 

subsidized gourmet meals from sushi, customized pasta, soup noodles, or salad bar.  

After dinner, we took a 30-min stroll along the mile-long boardwalk around the island.  

Bedtime was around 10 pm with the same routine repeating every weekday.  I would go 

back to Genentech most Sundays, spend two hours at the company gym, followed by 

some time in the office and a restaurant dinner afterward.  We would frequently drive 30 
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miles to San Jose to our favorite foot massage salon called “Happy Feet,” where we 

would have a coupon book purchased for $200 good for ten messages plus two extra 

sessions.  These terrific values were tough to match in any other parts of the United 

States because of the many Asian businesses competing for customers in the Bay 

Area.   

 

Oddly, I did not feel tired of the 11-hour days since getting paid for working on a cancer 

cure was quite energizing.    

 
Genentech’s Culture of ‘Putting Patients First’ 
 
Genentech is an unusual company with a strong science-based culture and a deep 

strength in biology.  It behaves like an academic institution that believes in basic 

research.  It employs 100+ post-doctoral fellows who perform fundamental research in 

diseases' etiology and publishes research papers in journals such as Science, Nature, 

and Cell.  

 

I am a big fan of the ex-CEO of Genentech, Dr. Art Levinson, a Ph.D. biochemist from 

Princeton University. He led the company to prominence, commercializing the first 

monoclonal antibody (mAb) for targeted therapy for HER2+ breast cancer.  He 

proposed that the most important criterion in making a difficult decision during drug 

development is the impact and benefits to the patient rather than consideration for 

revenues or business risks. Art left Genentech in 2009 and became the Chairman of 

Apple and the CEO of Calico of Google. All the Genentech scientists are supposed to 

devote ~20% of their time to research not related to the company’s projects.  They 

would not tell you how you are supposed to find that 20% when most Genentech jobs 

are all-encompassing and take up all the free time. The company has a ‘publish or 

perish’ philosophy for its scientists and vouches to hire the best-qualified scientist 

whose publication record is a determinant for hiring and promotion. 

 

“Projekt ist König” 
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I started in the analytical chemistry group in the Pharmaceutical Science Department of 

the Small Molecule Discovery Division at Genentech Research and Early Development 

(gRED).  Initially, the group consisted of only five members, which later grew into the 

department of Analytical Chemistry and Quality Control, numbering ~50 staff in a few 

years.  Everyone in the group was expected to work in the laboratory. 

 

In gRED, the motto was “Projekt ist König,” a German phrase which meant ‘Project is 

King’.  The Pharm Science Department, often known as Chemistry, Manufacturing, 

Control (CMC) Department, has the primary function to take new chemical entities 

(NCEs) into clinical trials.  New drug development is an expensive, multidisciplinary, and 

complex process.  It is highly regulated by health authorities such as the United States 

Food and Drug Administration (US FDA) and the European Medicines Agency (EMA). 

The process involves the initial characterization of the NCEs' physicochemical 

properties, scaling up the synthetic chemistry process, investigating their 

pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics, formulating the clinical trial materials, and 

defining the processing conditions and control strategies of the drug products to ensure 

their safety and efficacy.    

 

Each drug development project is driven by its own CMC team charged with taking the 

project to Phase 3 clinical trials.  All the scientists in our analytical chemistry group are 

assigned to one or more CMC project teams, which meet weekly to drive the project 

forward.  Laboratory work is performed by support staff from internal resources or 

contract manufacturing organizations (CMOs).   

 

During my tenure at Genentech, I was assigned to four CMC projects, an antibody-drug 

conjugate project (ADC, Kadzyla, or trastuzumab-DM1), and three small-molecule drug 

projects.  My primary project was an inhibitor for prostate and gastric cancer, which I 

took from preclinical to Phase 2B in five years.  This molecule has three chiral centers 

or eight possible stereoisomers. I developed over 40 analytical methods, including those 

for starting materials, intermediates, critical raw materials, drug substances, and drug 
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products.  Most were HPLC methods, and about one-third of the HPLC methods used 

chiral separation to measure the amounts of the enantiomers (the mirror-image 

stereoisomers of the molecule).   

 

Being the analytical lead in a CMC team was an intensive and totally-consuming affair 

requiring quick responses, endless analytical studies, juggling demands from the rapidly 

evolving process development needs, and overseeing many outsourced projects to 

CMOs.  It was not unusual to have several teleconferences each day, plus weekly 

updates to the CMC project team. Multiply these activities by the number of projects, 

and you would see a very busy analytical scientist running around all days to the office, 

laboratory, and meeting rooms. 

 

A Hiring Spree 
 

I was a member of the leadership team and played the role of an acting hiring manager 

to 10+ positions from scientific managers, scientists to research associates.  This was 

an elaborate process that included writing job descriptions, screening resumes, 

scheduling and hosting interviews, tallying evaluation results, and pulling together 

recommendation packages to the corporate hiring committee.  Great emphasis was 

placed on the number and quality of scientific publications, podium presentations, 

patents, and regulatory filings, in addition to communication and leadership skills.  Each 

candidate was required to give a mandatory 1-hour technical seminar presentation 

attended by the entire department. Candidates were invited to pre-interview dinners and 

group lunches to allow close behavior observations in less formal events.  This stringent 

hiring process was a testimony to Genentech’s policy of hiring the best available talents 

with a vigor rarely observed in any other company. 

 

Managing the Departmental Capital Budget 
 
For several years, I was asked by my director to manage the departmental annual 

sizable capital budget.  This process is not as dull as it might sound.  It started with an 
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email polling the Department on their planned capital purchases, gathering justifications, 

scheduling an open discussion at our departmental meeting, and followed by facilitating 

and then implementing the leadership team's final decisions.  I was tasked to upgrade 

our HPLC laboratories with 10+ UHPLC instruments (mostly Agilent 1290s or 1260s 

UHPLC), our first high-resolution mass spectrometers (Thermo Fusion Orbitrap and 

Agilent Time-of-flight (TOF-MS)), a robotics salt/catalyst high-throughput screening 

system (FreeSlate/Symyx), and the Chromatography Data Client-Server to comply with 

GMP (Waters Empower 3).  Later on, the Department modernized laboratory 

informatics infrastructures to implement electronic notebooks (IDBS) and Laboratory 

Information Management System (LabWare LIMS). 

 

Taking Advantage of the Learning and Training Programs at Genentech 
 

Working in multiple fast-paced CMC teams forced me to master the CMC process's 

fundamental skills, quality control, regulatory filings, and managing CMOs.  On the 

laboratory side, I learned UHPLC, chiral separations, HPLC/MS, and the rapid 

development of stability-indicating analytical procedures. In 2013-2014, I proposed two 

simplified approaches for the rapid development of HPLC methods in early-phase 

pharm development entitled “A Three-pronged Template Approach” and “A Generic 

Universal Reversed-Phase Gradient Methodology.” These approaches were published 

and became my signature contributions to separation sciences (see references below). 

 
M. W. Dong, Separation Science in Drug Development, Part 3: Analytical Development, LCGC 
North Am, 33(10), 764-775, 2015 

M. W. Dong, A Three-Pronged Template Approach for Rapid HPLC Method Development. 
LCGC North Am. 31(8), 612-621, 2013. 
 

 

Besides, I took full advantage of Genentech’s many professional training programs for 

personal growth, leadership, and management, plus external courses such as ‘the 

Looking Glass Experience’ and the “Mini-MBA” program by the American Management 

Association, and several vendor training courses in mass spectrometry. 
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I also organized a monthly lunch-and-learn seminar series from equipment vendors and 

a 15-seminar cross-training program for the entire Small Molecule Discovery Division on 

the drug development process to promote a better understanding of each subdiscipline 

of Pharmacokinetics/Drug Metabolism, drug quality, toxicology, clinical development, 

drug discovery, CMC, and pharmaceutics (formulations). My department vice-president 

supported this cross-training initiative by agreeing to sponsor the catered lunches for 60 

to 100 attendees in each section. 

 

Several times a year, the company or the Small Molecule Division would invite high-

profile plenary speakers onsite.  I attended one lecture by Nobel Laureate James 

Watson, who co-discovered the double-helix structure of DNA, and another by Eric 

Green, director of the National Human Genome Research Institute (NHGRI). I still recall 

Green's opening statements vividly: First, he said that “he had a big shoe to fill since the 

last two directors of the institute were James Watson and Francis Collins (head of 

National Institute of Health (NIH).”  Second, “all severe human diseases have a strong 

under-bearing in genetics.  Most disease links to genetics are complex, with two notable 

exceptions (cystic fibrosis and sickle cell anemia  which can be traced to the exact 

mutational alternations leading to the illness).”   Another notable seminar was Dr. Leo 

Lipinski, an ex-medicinal chemist of Pfizer who invented the “Lipinski’s Rule of Five” for 

drug-like characteristics.  Our own Sr. Director of drug discovery happened to be Dr. 

Bruce Roth from Pfizer, who discovered atorvastatin, which became the mega-

blockbuster drug trademarked Lipitor.  

 

 Each year, gRED schedules a 3-day retreat at the Asilomar National State Park, where 

all scientific staff is expected to attend and present a poster or podium presentation.  

There was a circulating joke saying that “any employee at gRED could easily be busy 

attending seminars all day and every day without doing any real work.”  However, 

during my eight years at Genentech, I have never met any colleague who failed to 

deliver ostentatiously on their projects. 
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Extra Learning Opportunities in the Bay Area 
 
The Bay Area is an extraordinary fertile ground for learning opportunities in the 

biopharmaceutical industry with 500+ pharma and biotech companies spawning in the 

area, many of which were founded by former employees from Genentech and Cetus.  

One prominent organization was the California Analytical Chemistry Organization 

(CACO) that organized many high-quality seminars and workshops in the Bay Area.  My 

first CACO workshop was a one-day symposium on “The Nuts and Bolts of IND 

Regulatory Filing” with 500+ attendees at $125 for the day.  Eventually, CACO changed 

its name to Pharmaceutical and BioScience Society International (PBSS) 

(https://www.pbss.org/pbsindex.html). I benefited a lot from their workshops and gave 

back to the organization by chairing five workshops on drug discovery/development, 

drug quality, UHPLC, analytical platform methodologies, and HPLC method 

development.  

 

Going Back to School 
 

I felt pretty inadequate in biology since I had not taken any biology courses since high 

school and only one biochemistry class in college. I had no clues on the significance of 

most of the lectures presented at the Asilomar Conference since biologists dominate the 

Genentech scientific staff.  I decided to go back to school and took a molecular biology 

course, which quickly led to a ten-course certificate program in Biotechnology from the 

University California Sant Cruz Extension. During 2010, I went to evening classes twice a 

week and most weekends. For instance, every Tuesdays and Thursdays, I would leave work at 

3 pm and drove 30 miles to San Jose, where I would eat dinner at my favorite Hong Kong style 

café, where I would have a bowl of wonton-noodle and a cup of strong black mild tea for $8.  

The school would run from 6 to 9 pm, taught mostly by pharmaceutical professionals.  I 

managed to complete the certificate program in 18 months, consisting of Molecular Biology, 

Drug Development Process, GMP, Drug Discovery Process, Experimental Techniques in 

Molecular  Biology, Human Physiology, Drug Formulations, Cellular Biology, Molecular 

Diagnostics, and Toxicology Fundamentals.  I was home alone at that time since my wife would 

https://www.pbss.org/pbsindex.html
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go back to the East Coast several months in a stretch to help my daughter with her second 

child.   
 
Attending Conferences 
 
I continued going to at least two analytical chemistry conferences at Genentech each 

year - Pittsburgh Conference (Pittcon) and Eastern Analytical Symposium (EAS).  This 

was encouraged by the company as all scientists were expected to do podium 

presentations at major conferences. In the last 15 years, I became more engaged in 

Pittcon and took on an active role in delivering short courses in HPLC and organizing 

invited symposia in pharmaceutical analysis.  We often tacked an extra week of 

vacation time in Connecticut when Pittcon was held on the East Coast.  The timing for 

EAS in mid-November with a venue in New Jersey was incredibly convenient because 

we would fly to New York and stay with my daughter’s family for two weeks until after 

the Thanksgiving holidays.   
 

Traveling and Social Life in California 
    
Company business travels were infrequent and consisted mainly of short trips to CMOs 

during project kickoffs or biannual joint analytical chemistry conferences with our Roche 

Basel colleagues. During my tenure at Genentech, I only made two big international 

trips: a one-day meeting in France for the ADC project and a 3-day trip to Roche’s site 

in  Ireland in 2014.  
 

There were plenty of social activities by the Division or Department.  There was a 

Happy Hour with hor d’oeuvres every Friday after work, and the Pharm Science annual 

single-day team building events in San Francisco or touristy hotspots such as Half 

Moon Bay, Fisherman’s Wharf, Santa Cruz, San Francisco Bay, and Napa Valleys. I 

helped to organize many Ping Pong tournaments with our arch-rivals, the PKDM 

Department.  One year, I came in first place unexpectedly in the intermediate group.  

The semi-final match was a close call when I was down two games. Somehow, I 
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bounced back and won by three games out of 5.  The $50 gift card for the Target 

Department Stores was a sweet reward. 

 

My wife and I would travel on our own for weekend excursions.  We particularly enjoyed 

group bus tours during the summer or Christmas Holidays because the tour company 

took care of all the routing, meals, hotels, and arrangements. Our favorites were the 

National Park Tours, which often included an overnight stay in Las Vegas en route to 

the Grand Canyon.  We mostly traveled by tours operated by two of our favorite bus 

tour companies (Lassen or Joy Holidays). These were all-inclusive trips with a 

professional tour guide, comfortable 55-passenger motorcoach, 2-star hotels with 

breakfasts and most dinners.  The best trip was a weeklong Yellow Stone National Park 

tour traveling with my wife’s brother, sister-in-law, and sister.  We would make at least 

one trip back to Hong Kong each year and stayed there for two weeks.  The exceptions 

were two shorter trips for my nephew’s wedding in 2010, followed a few weeks later by 

a trip to attend my Mom’s funeral.  We often tagged on excursion trips to China while we 

were in Hong Kong.   

 

One unusual perk from Genentech was a six-week paid sabbatical, which all scientific 

staff was eligible for after six years of service.  The company intended to encourage its 

scientific staff to conduct research elsewhere though most folks would use them as 

personal vacation days or extended oversea trips.  We did just that in April 2013 and 

spent an 8-day trip boat tour of the Three Gorges upstream on the Yangtze River from 

Wuhan to Chungking.  Our group was a 25-person group of mostly Hong Kong Citizens 

or oversee Chinese.  We embarked on a brand-new river-boat that could accommodate 

500 but with only 125 passengers on board, including a large group of East Germans.  

We made many new friends, and everyone signed-on to a WhatsApp group to maintain 

contact after the tour.  

 

I often wondered how we managed a busy work schedule, training activities, and 

extensive traveling schedules during our nine years in California.  Nevertheless, we look 
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back on fond memories of those carefree days with a fulfilling career and an active 

lifestyle. 

 
Ramping up in Technical Writing 
 
In 2013, I received an unexpected invitation from Laura Bush, the managing editor of 

LCGC North America, to be a columnist to replace the departing Michael Swartz from 

Waters.  I agreed to a column entitled “Perspective in Modern HPLC.” I spent 

hundreds of hours each year, delivering at least four installments for LCGC.  HPLC is a 

mature technology. It is challenging to write an article of general interest with a fresh 

perspective to be worth reading by the experienced scientists and novices alike.  In 

2015, I started a series of four white papers on ‘Separation Science in Drug Discovery 

and Development.’  This eventually became the preferred format for my columns. 

 

In 2013, I was invited by Professor Davy Guillarme of the University of Geneva to be his 

co-editor for Trends in Analytical Chemistry (TRAC) on a special issue on “UHPLC: Ten 

years after Commercial Introduction.”  The special issue was published in October of 

2014, which consisted of 18 papers written by experts in their respective topics. I was 

responsible for half of the content, including my own contribution as the author to 

“Method Development by UHPLC.” 

  

Relocation Back to Connecticut in 2015 
 

In March of 2015, I reached the typical retirement age, left Genentech, and started 

planning our big move back to the East Coast.  The relocation was quite different this 

time without the help of a new employer. 

 

Selling the Condo  
 

The first thing was to sell our condo, which turned out to be simpler than expected since 

the Bay Area real estate was a seller’s market.  We contacted a top-performing realtor, 
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an energetic lady (Mary Bee-Thrasher), who came immediately and gave us advice on 

what we should do before the open house.  Three weeks later, our property was listed, 

and a weekend open house was scheduled. We deliberately underpriced the listing 

price of the property to make it more attractive.  Two days after the open house, a 

written offer came in at $50K higher than the listing price.  The buyer was one of our 

agent’s corporate clients, and the final negotiation was completed the same evening 

since she represented both the seller and buyer.   

 

The Trans-Continental Move 
 
With the condo in contract, we turned our attention to the transcontinental move.  The 

first task was to find a reliable moving company with a good reputation at a reasonable 

cost.  Next was to minimize our accumulated stuff to reduce the cost of trucking to the 

East Coast. 

In America, buying stuff is easier than giving stuff away for free. We made appointments 

with the local Salvation Army for furniture takeaways twice, and they never showed up.  

We resorted to hiring a moving crew to deliver unwanted furniture to the local Good Will 

Stores.  For the entire month of June, we went through the Condo room by room for a 

thorough cleanup and made several trips each day to the Good Will Store or the 

garbage dumps. 

 

We contracted a moving company (Bekins) that made a detailed inventory of what we 

needed to move and came back with a quote of $6K.  I believe that was roughly at the 

cost of $1/lb.  We planned to stay in our daughter’s house and buy back the old house 

from them since we sold them nine years ago. The big furniture would go into a self-

storage warehouse during the temporary stay. The last step was to contract an auto-

transportation company to move our two cars (Honda Accord and Acura TL) to 

Connecticut to be picked up a day before our scheduled flight to JFK in New York.  We 

would cover our transportation needs during the last day in California and the first week 

in Connecticut using one-way car rentals from Avis. 
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On August 31, 2015, we boarded a United Airlines flight with a few luggage pieces 

containing all our valuables and my desktop computer.  We arrived and stayed in the 

bedroom downstairs for the next few months.  Our two cars, furniture, and eighty boxes 

of our belongings came a few days later, and most went into a 9’x11’ self-storage 

warehouse.  My daughter and her husband spent the next two months looking for 

another house in the town of Wilton.  We repurchased the house at the same price as 

we had sold it nine years earlier, as Connecticut's real estate pricing had hardly budged 

in a decade.  We were much relieved that things went smoothly in the complicated 

move, and almost everything went according to plan. 

 

Major House Renovations 
 
On Thanksgiving of 2015, my daughter’s family moved out, and we now owned the 

same house that we had occupied in 1980.  My son-in-law was quite a handyman and 

had done substantial renovations in preceding years, including updating the kitchen and 

two bathrooms, putting in thermal windows, and installing a new central air system.  

Nevertheless, there were still remaining projects for us to complete in 2016.   

 

The first was an update of the master bathroom and having the exterior of the house 

professionally painted.  The bathroom update was urgent due to a leak, which was 

difficult to repair.  We were lucky to find a Chinese contractor from New York City who 

completed the job in a week.  He did not cut any corners and rebuilt a new shower stall 

from sheet rocks and tiles, repositioning all the plumbing in the process.  He also lined 

the entire bathroom and floor with Italian Ceramic tiles and installed a new washbasin, a 

venting fan, and cabinet. We asked him to update all our bedrooms with recessed 

ceiling LED lightings, which cost us an extra $600. 

 

In the past, I had painted (stained) the house with cedar sidings by myself a few times. I 

also had new gutters with leaf guards, and vinyl trims installed.  I would climb up a 32’ 

ladder up and down for weeks in the summer with a brush.  I stained all the shingles 

with a transparent or brown stain.  Nevertheless, the house would look almost the same 
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after my ‘paint job’ as the stain would not cover the mildew-darken shingles.  This time, 

we hired a professional painter to do it properly.  The project cost us $6K with two pros 

working for the entire week starting from power washing the house to remove all the 

mildews, sealing the windows, and then spray painting the exterior with two coats of 

high-quality green color latex paint.  They repainted all the white trims, the deck, and the 

porch.  We were pleased with the outcome of our newly painted olive-green colored 

house, and the paint job should last for another ten years. 

 

Next were the trees and lawn.  Our flat half-acre 150’x150’ property was lined with 

hundreds of trees (maples, oaks, ash trees).  We had a fenced-in backyard with a 3-tier 

split-rail perimeter fence and many planted landscaping white pines in the front and 

back.  Five majestic Hickory trees outlined the front of the house near the main road. 

The small trees have all grown tall in the last 40 years.  I hired a tree service company 

to take down five trees and trim most of the overhanging branches.  

 

Next, a lawn maintenance company was contracted to apply fertilizer/weed control 

chemicals four times a year, plus liming and aeration/over-seeding in the fall.  While the 

cost of fertilizer service was about $70 each time, the cost of aeration was close to 

$300. The lawn did look visibly better after a few years of these contracted services.  I 

often wondered how sustainable was the process of adding all these chemicals to the 

lawn in a typical American suburban yard with all kinds of chemicals for fertilizing, weed 

control, and pest retreatments from spiders, ants, moths, worms to lime ticks. 

 

Finally, we purchased a new dining table/cabinet set, mattress for ourselves, a bunk 

bed for the grandkids, and modular shelving for all the closets.  With the major projects 

completed, we finally moved back our belongings from self-storage in February of 2016, 

a good six months after our arrival. 

 

Being a suburban homeowner in America is indeed a mixed blessing.  On one hand, we 

have a desirable environment with fresh air and plenty of room, privacy, yards, deck, 

porch, and garages for two vehicles.  On the other hand, the homeowners need to be 
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energetic, vigilant, resourceful, and diligent in the constant upkeeps of these amenities 

and environs since services are expensive to the average middle-income families. 

 

Setting up MWD Consulting 
Looking back, leaving Genentech and relocating back to Connecticut to be closer to our 

daughter and the grandchildren was the right decision at the time.  As another full-time 

job or full retirement was desired, a continuation of my training, writing, and traveling 

activities appeared to be a preferred option.  My CMC and analytical chemistry skills 

should also be marketable as a consulting service to virtual pharma organizations to 

supplement my income. 

 

In October 2015, I became an independent consultant focusing on HPLC training and 

pharma consulting. I set up a business as a self-proprietor (Doing Business As or DBA) 

and started building a website.  I selected a hosting website service (Wix.com) and built 

a no-frill website in a few days - https://www.mwd-consulting.com/.  I paid extra to 

register my domain name (mwd-consulting.com) and a company email address 

michael@mwd-consulting.com.  The total hosting fee came out to be ~$300 each year.  

The business cards cost $9 for a box of 1000.  The most challenging part was the 

company logo, which I am proud of having designed this myself. 

 

More Training and Conference Opportunities 
 
I have been teaching HPLC short courses at Pittcon and EAS since 2003.  Not having a 

full-time job allowed me to deliver more short courses for American Chemical Society’s 

National Meetings and their circuit series. I made connections with Separations Science 

of the U.K. and traveled for them to Penang and Singapore in 2016 and 2017. 

 

The premier conference of HPLC International was another series in which I have given 

courses and tutorials on UHPLC, quality control, and method development (Anaheim 

2012, New Orleans 2014, and Beijing 2015).  Since then, I have added San Francisco 

https://www.mwd-consulting.com/
mailto:michael@mwd-consulting.com


17 
 

(2016), Jeju Island, Korea (2017), Washington DC (2018), and Milan (2019). These 

traveling opportunities to exotic locations pleased us and were highlights of the year. 

 

Besides conferences, I received many invitations from local chromatography discussion 

groups or non-profit education/research organizations such as the Chromatography 

Forum of Delaware Valley, Massachusetts Separation Science Society (MASSEP), 

Pharmaceutical and Bioscience Society (PBSS Bay Area), University California Santa 

Cruz Extension, New York State Biopharmaceutical Society, East Carolina University, 

City of Hope Center of California, and the U.S. Pharmacopeia.  In addition, I provided 

onsite training to private clients on a contract basis.  I traveled about ten times a year 

until the international shutdown of Covid-19 brought all my travel plans to a screeching 

halt. 

 

American Chemical Society (ACS) Career Consultant 
 
In 2016, I became an ACS career consultant, a volunteer position to help members in 

job searching and career development. I went to two ACS leadership training 

conferences in Dallas and Atlanta but was not very active until 2020 during Covid-19 

causing widespread layoffs.  I was regularly on duty at the weekly virtual office hours 

and took on many mentees.  I usually started with a one-on-one video chat, followed by 

a resume/LinkedIn profile review and advice on interviewing and negotiation.  I know the 

pharma industry and had plenty of first-hand experience searching for jobs and being a 

hiring manager.   

 

It is encouraging that the pharmaceutical job market remains robust, particularly for 

experienced lab scientists skilled in new drug development.  I recall a busy week in 

August, I took on three mentees, reviewed many resumes, and coached two job 

candidates in interviewing and negotiations on pending offers. 

 

I am happy that I was able to give back to the chemistry community.   
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More Writing Projects 
 
LCGC Columnist: With the 2015 series of white papers on ‘Separation Science in Drug 

Development,’ I continued three more series of white papers on UHPLC (2017),  ‘HPLC 

modules with an insiders’ view’ (2019), and ‘stability-indicating method development 

and validation’ (2020).  Each of these white papers took 50+ hours and an external 

review process of at least five reviewers from LinkedIn crowd-sourcing. 

 

HPLC and UHPLC for Practicing Scientist, 2nd Ed., Wiley, 2019.  In April of 2016, I 

signed a contract for the second edition of my HPLC book published in 2006.  I took a 

more relaxed approach this time and completed the writing in 18 months instead of 9 

months.  I updated every chapter from the first edition and completely rewrote about half 

of them.  I added three new chapters on UHPLC, LC/MS, and HPLC in 

biopharmaceutical analysis. Ex-colleagues from Genentech authored the last two new 

chapters.  The second edition has 70% more technical content but maintains the format 

with an abundance of tables, figures, and case studies.  Each chapter was reviewed by 

external colleagues using an unconventional crowd-sourcing approach by volunteers 

recruited from my LinkedIn network.  The external review process took three months, 

and India's production took another six months.  The new book came out in July of 

2019, a 3-year book writing project of writing, revising drafts, reviewing, and proofing.   

 

M. W. Dong, HPLC and UHPLC for Practicing Scientists, 2nd Ed., Wiley, Hoboken, New Jersey, 
2019.  
 

 
Personal Branding and a Communication Platform on LinkedIn  
 

I have been very active on LinkedIn after I started my consulting business.  LinkedIn is 

the leading professional social media platform, with over six hundred million members 

from 200 countries.  It is particularly useful for networking, job searching, and recruiting 

talents.  I use LinkedIn to promote my various publications, training, and conference 

activities and to increase the name recognition to my consulting business through 
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personal branding.  I steadily increased my network from 500 to 9300 in a few years by 

adding followers mostly in separation science, analytical chemistry,  and pharmaceutical 

companies.   

 

I write over 100 articles a year, focusing mostly on separation science, pharm analysis, 

and chromatography-related businesses.  A small fraction of the articles were topics 

from my interests in culture, China, language, science, travels, and suburban living. I 

spend at least 1 or 2 hours each day on the site to respond to questions, making 

comments, sharing news and articles, and broadcasting job opportunities.  I enjoy the 

immediate feedback and the responses from my diverse network. It was not unusual to 

receive up to 3000 views in just a few days if an article captures the public's fancy, a 

feature difficult to be matched by any magazines or journals.  One additional benefit of 

my LinkedIn networking was the ability to recruit prompt and willing volunteer reviewers 

for my various writing projects.   

 

‘Grammarly’ Coming to the Rescue 
 
A big help to my writing skill is a software product called “Grammarly.”  This software is 

available as a free download for an introductory version.  The premier version comes as 

an MS Word add-on, which requires a paid annual subscription.  My writing suffers from 

the common grammatical and wording issues of a non-English native speaker on the 

use of articles, singular/plural, gender, spellings, and tenses, etc.  While a conscientious 

reviewer can pick up most of these issues, it is an extra burden for the reviewers. 

Although Grammarly tends to over flag issues such as passive voices, I do find it 

sufficiently helpful to warrant a price of $140/year. 

 

My New Life as a Semi-retired Consultant 
 

Last week marked the fifth anniversary of my move back to Connecticut. Life was good 

by not having a full-time job with plenty of opportunities to continue my career interests.  
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I increased my exercising routine with swimming and yoga sessions several times a 

week.   

 

All these good things came to an abrupt halt on March 14, 2020, with the pandemic 

shutdown, when all my meetings and travels were either canceled or postponed. I 

adjusted by spending more time on writing, watching TV series on YouTube, attending 

webinars, planting a vegetable garden, and taking on more assignments as an ACS 

career consultant.   

 

It seems like yesterday, as I recalled my first camping trip as a Boy Scout at age 14. 

Time flies when you are having fun and not suffering from significant discomforts.  It 

seemed surreal as I woke up this morning and found my real self at a stage beyond 

retirement.  My separation science training has given me a fulfilling career with a stable 

income to support a pleasant suburban living environment near family members.  I am 

grateful for my good physical and mental health that allows me to continue an active 

lifestyle and travels to exotic places.  

 

Hopefully, the best time is yet to come. 
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The End of the 3-part series on ‘My Career as a Separation Scientist’ by Michael Dong 

with the first draft completed on 9/11/2020, six months into the great Covid-19 

shutdown, and the 19th anniversary of September 11, 2001 (the World Trade Center 

Disaster.)  


