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A Hedge-Fund Titan’s Millions Stir Up
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thing he believes for sure is that genes
play a big role.

It's a propitious moment to step into
the field, observers say. Scientists have
already mapped the complete human ge-
nome, the three billion units of DNA that
define humans as a species. Combined
with new high-tech tools, this makes
Eene searches easier and faster to per-
form, even for compiex mental iilnesses,
Moreover, government funding for re-
search into autism, while growing, still
trails that for less-common diseases such
as juvenile diabetes and pediatric AIDS.
Dr. Insel predicts that genetic clues will
begin spiiling out quickly, giving scien-
tists a beachhead from which they can
begin thinking about tests or drugs.

Mr. Simons is well-known in mathe-
matics circles for co-authoring a high-
level piece of geometry known as Chern-
Simons. It has since become important in
string theory, the advanced branch of
physics that posits a “theory of every-
thing.” He started young and earned a
doctorate in mathematies at 23. He also
proved to be a precocious investor. While
in college, Mr. Simons persuaded his par-
ents to mortgage their home so he could
invest along with some college friends in
4 pipe-and-tile company in South Amer-
ica. Mr. Simons says the venture was
“nicely successful.”

By the mid-1970s, Mr. Simons moved
from academia to Wajl Street, with spec-
tacular results. Hisg hedge fund employs
more than 60 top scientific specialists,
including astronomers, physicists and
mathematicians, who scour market data
to uncover statistical relationships that
could predict the price movements of
commodities, currencies and stocks. His
35 billion Medallion Fund has averaged
35% annual returns, after fees, since
1989, That beats even hedge-fund legends
George Soros and Paul Tugdor Jones, ac-
cording to the 7.S. Offshore Funds Direc-
tory.

Mr. Simons earned $870 million last
year, according to Institutional Inves.
tor’'s Alpha magazine. He declines to con-
firm the figure, which would rank him
second among hedge-fund managers, be-
hind Edward Lampert of ESL Invest-
ments, according to the Alpha survey.
The Simonses live in a Sprawling apart-
ment on' New York's Fifth Avenue filled
with art by painters such as Milton Avery
and Fairfield Porter.

Renaijssance is now launching & fund
designed to handle up to $100 billion,
Which, if successful, could become the
industry’s largest. Like the $100 milion
he says he'll spend on antism, it’s an
eye-popping figure. “I like big round num-
bers. The papers call me the $100 billion
8uY,” says Mr. Simons. between riffe of

She has difficulty learning and misses
social cues.

One hallmark of autism is having re-
stricted or obsessive interests, Audrey’s
are attending synagogue and the rights
of minorities and women,

“When she writes an essay for school,
T usualiy just tell her to write one version
all about Judaism and women to get it
out of her system,” Ms. Simons, her
mother, says.

In an email, Audrey says of her ay-

* tism that she does “not have as many

problems because of it as some other peo-
Ple do.” She says she wants to be a novel-
ist and a painter as well as someone who
can contribute to the Jewish world and
work on behalf of Nepalese women and
children.

After Ms. Simons gave a donation toa
New York school for autistic children,
“people began asking us for money” to
pay for research, she says, With the help
of a consultant, the .
Simonses hosted an bt
autism workshop at ,
New York’s Plaza
Hotel in June 2003,
lining up a guest
list of renowned ac-
ademic figures.

Mr. Simons says
his “take-away”
from the meeting
was that scientists
had only one solid
lead, and that was
from studies on
identical twins that
began 20 years ago. Doctors have found
that if one twin has autism, the other has
a 90% chance of having some symptoms.

Marilyn Simons

‘For non-twin siblings, the chance falls to

between 5% and 10%. That sugpgests
genes play a key role, although not neces-
sarily a simple one. Scientists believe doz-
ens of different genes may be involved,

During a dinner party the same year,
James Watson, the Nobel laureate who
co-discovered the structure of DNA, told
Mr. Simons about a recent finding made
by French scientists that Suggested a pos-
sible genetic link to autism. Mr. Simons
recalls Dr. Watson calling it the first “re-
ally good” result in autism research. Dr.
Watson, who aiso has a son with an au-
tism-like mental disorder, couldn’t he
reached for comment,

“So0 it’s genetic, plus people are begin-
ning to find genes,” Mr, Simons says.
“As a scientist, I understand what it
means for something to be ready. There
is data.”

At the suggestion of NIH’s Dr. Insel,
Mr. Simons met with the chief executive
of deCODE genetics Inc. DeCODE is an
Icelandic company that's mining health
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make grafits directly to a profit-haking
institution. )

Scientists began to buzz about Mr. Si-
mons. “He's had an electrifying impact
on the thinking of researchers, knowing
that kind of money is available,” says
Clarence Schutt, a Princeton University
chemist whose son is autistic. “Everyone
wants to talk to Jim.”

Not everyone has been abie to, Robert
Hendren, executive director of the
M.LN.D. Institute, a center at the Univer-
sity of California, Davis, says his effort
to get major funding from Mr. Simons
has been unsuccessful. “They’re not yet
willing to hear our proposal,” says Dr,
Hendren.

Last spring, Dr. Hendren went to
New York to visit severa] philanthro-
pists, including Ms. Simons, who is
president of the Simons Foundation,
the family’s charity. He 5ays he's con-
cerned that big-time private funding
could overiook innovative approaches.
He’s also skeptical that genes alone
will provide the answer. “If you are on
the inside, you couid get a lot of mon-
ey..If you aren't, then you'd be left
out.”

John Shestack, a Hollywood producer
who founded Cure Autism Now, one of
the first advocacy groups to fund re-
search, also hasn't talked to Simons
about autism funding. He got a call a
couple of years ago from the consultant
empioyed by Mr. Simons, who at the time
said only that he was working for a “re-
clusive billionaire.” Mr, Shestack says he
sent the consultant 15 pages of informa-
tion, but “then I never heard from him
again.”

Groups such as Cure Autism Now
have specialized in handing out small
gifts and grants to get peopie interested
in the field, funds that often aren’t
enough to pay for big-time research in-
volving colonies of mice and costly equip-
ment. Mr. Shestack’s group, for example,
gave a “genius grant” of $100,000 to Huda
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Zoghbi of Houston's Bayler College of*

Medicine after she found the gene for
Rett’s Syndrome, a disorder similar to
auntism that affects girls.

In the end, it was $2,246,817 from Mr.
Simons that actually prompted Dr. Zogh-
bi’s foray into autism research. “Without
the funding from the Simons Foundation,
we would never have embarked on this
impactful project,” wrote Dr. Zoghbi in a
report to her patrons.

Mr. Shestack says Mr. Simons’'s ap-
proach is “smart” but also says the
money manager is “very idiosyncratic”
in how he spends his money. Mr. Simons,
for example, hasn’t given much money to
parent’s groups or scientists already
working on autism.

Andy Shih, chief science officer for
the National Alliance for Autism Re-
search, in Princeton, N.J., says the
12-year-old nonprofit group has its ewn
plans for a genetic screen but needs $7
million. He doesn't know if Mr. Simons
wilt fund the project and hasn’t asked.
He wants autism researchers to share
results and says his experiment is a “col-
jaborative” project involving the work of
nearly 150 scientists.

“Hedge funds always want better per-
formance than the Wall Street average,”
Dr. Shih says.

Many in the autism world welcome
Mr. Simons’s financial intervention re-
gardless of where it’s heading. Edwin
Cook, a longtime autism researcher at
the University of Iilinois in Chicago, says
he's happy the money manager is recruit-
ing top scientists, even if that doesn’t yet
include him.

“Is that a view that puts my own re-
search career in jeopardy? Well maybe,
but the questions are too important not to
bring everything to bear on it,” says Dr.
Cook.

This summer, Mr. Simons agreed to
give $7.5 million to MIT, on whose board
of trustees he sits. The school's original
proposal said it wanted funds for basic

research on the brain. “It was too gen-
eral,” Mr. Simons says. He and his wife
asked for revisions, including a 200-page
proposal showing how the research
would specifically reiate to autism. He
also insisted that specific researchers
who had impressed him be included.

The couple’s demands were “very un-
usual,” says Mriganka Sur, chairman of
MIT’s department of brain and cognitive
sciences. “They had pretty clear views.”

Mr. Simons says he's comfortable
judging scientists, since he already runs
a “giant research
project” studying fi-
nancial markets.
Says Henry Laufer,
a Renaissance part-
ner and its chief sci-
entist: “In our non-
money moments,
we think of our-
selves as doing sci-
ence.”

That impressed
Nat Heintz, a star
professor of genet-
iecs and brain de-
velopment at Rock-
efeller University in New York. Dr. Hei-
ntz accepted a few million dollars from
Mr. Simons after concluding that the
hedge-fund manager “was someone you
could deal with on an inteliectual
plane.”

He also credits My, Simons with spark-
ing his interest in autism, a disease to
which he hadn’t given much previous
thought. Dr. Heintz now says autism is
“fascinating.” He’s breeding mice that
may help show how the disorder affects
nerves in the brain.

Even with some of the world’s most
talented researchers involved, progress
is likely to be slow. “In medical research,
there are no people like Warren Buffett

if

Audrey Simons

or Jim Simons,” says Steven Moldin, a
senior manager at the NIH's mental-
health institute. “There is not some guy
who can hit home runs every time and
make it go suddenly faster.”

Mr. Simons is betting otherwise. So
far, the Simonses have handed out 15
grants to researchers, including two No-
bel Prize winners. His largest gift so
far—$13.8 million—has gone to biolo-
gist Michael Wigler at Cold Spring Har-
bor Laboratory on Long Island. Dr.
Wigler, a brilliant and reclusive scien-
tist who played computer games during
a recent interview, has come up with a
new way to scan chromosomes in
search of genetic errors. It’s expensive,
costing more than $1,500 for every per-
son’s DNA examined.

Dr. Wigler and Jonathan Sebat, a col-
league, say they've scanned the DNA of
about 300 people with autism, plus some
of their parents and siblings. The lab has
turned up a possible problem on the male
Y sex chromosome.

Dr. Wigler and Mr. Simons have be-
come friendly. They vacationed together
on a boat off Greeniand and correspond
via email about the research. Once they
worked through some statistical prob-
lems on a blackboard in Mr. Simons’s
office.

The research center gets most of its
DNA from anonymous blood banks. But
Cold Spring Harbor staff also arranged
special paperwork to inifially handle the
DNA of just three people—Mr. Simons,
his wife and his daughter.

It’s an unusual arrangement. Most
people who pive blood for research
never get to know the results. Mr. Si-
mons hopes to learn something that
could help Audrey. “Our daughter has a
long life ahead of her, so finding some-
thing for her would be the greatest
thing for us,” he says.
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