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Joe Pagano is a pioneering 
virologist, nationally 
recognized cancer center 
researcher and the founding 
director emeritus of UNC’s 
Lineberger Comprehensive 
Cancer Center. He joined the 
UNC faculty in 1965 and led 
the creation of the cancer 
center in 1975, serving as its 
director until 1997. Under his 
leadership the center grew 
into one of North Carolina’s 
foremost research institutions; 
today the UNC Lineberger is an NCI-designated 
comprehensive cancer center rated “exceptional” by 
the National Cancer Institute. Colleagues praise Dr 
Pagano for his visionary leadership and “magnetic 
intellect,” noting that his vision “set the stage” for the 
center’s culture and success. 

Born in 1931 in Rochester NY to Sicilian 
immigrants, Joe was a voracious reader in his youth 
and spent hours in the library. He decided at the age 
of six that he wanted to be doctor and stuck to that. 
He received an AB in English from the University of 
Rochester in 1953, and an MD from Yale University 
in 1957. He worked at Massachusetts Memorial 
and Peter Bent Brigham hospitals in Boston, and at 
the Karolinska Instituted in Sweden in the 1960s. 
He joined the Wistar Institute as a researcher and 
taught at the University of Pennsylvania. Then in 
1965, he joined the Department of Bacteriology and 
Immunology at UNC-CH, and subsequently chaired 
the Department of Infectious Diseases.  

Joe was one of the first scientists to link Epstein-
Barr virus (EBV) to human cancers. In landmark 
studies he showed that EBV DNA is present not 
only in African Burkitt’s lymphoma but also in 
nasopharyngeal carcinoma—a common cancer in 
southern China. This work established that a single 
virus could underlie multiple distinct tumor types. In 
later work he studied how EBV persists in infected cells 
and drives tumor growth and he led extensive antiviral 

drug research to inhibit EBV 
replication and transformation. 
He also studied how EBV can 
cause B-cell lymphomas in 
immunosuppressed organ 
transplant recipients, and how 
drugs can inhibit the growth of 
lymphomas.

Joe’s contributions have 
earned many honors. He 
was elected to the National 
Academy of Medicine in 1998 
and received North Carolina’s 
highest civilian honor—the 

North Carolina Award in Science—in 1996. In 2012 he 
won the Battle Distinguished Cancer Research Award 
at UNC. In recognition of his legacy, UNC Lineberger 
annually presents the Joseph S Pagano Award to an 
outstanding postdoctoral fellow, and a conference room 
at UNC carries his name. 

Beyond the lab, Joe is known as a dedicated mentor 
and community figure. He has lectured around 
the world and was an active member of the Chapel 
Hill community. Even past age 80 he was noted as 
a dedicated squash and tennis player and a proud 
grandfather. Joe and Jody (Friedberg) Pagano were 
married in 2008, and because of their combined families 
they have 4 children and 9 grandchildren. Joe and Jody 
moved to the Cedars in 2018. Jody reminisces that Joe 
was a lover of art, music, literature, a world traveler. He 
also loved to feed birds and garden (particularly to prune 
plants), and Joe had a habit of going to five different 
groceries every weekend to select food and drink! 
He and Jody have been generous supporters of UNC. 
Jody recently established the Joseph S Pagano, MD, 
Distinguished Professorship in Cancer Research, which 
will be awarded to a UNC Lineberger faculty member 
conducting life-saving cancer research. Clearly Joe’s 
lifelong work and leadership have left a lasting imprint 
on cancer research at UNC and beyond. 

by Judith b ond bradley 
for the Communications Committee
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Learning Opportunities 
Nutrition an d You in the New Year with Michele Baker 

Monday, January 5th 2P-m, The Cedars Room 

This interactive nutrition workshop explores practical, 

science-based strategies for eating well and supporting 

long-term health. Information has been curated by NIFS 

specifically for Seniors and their unique needs. 

Participants will learn how to make informed food 

choices, build balanced meals, and develop sustainable 

habits that fit real life. The session includes discussion, 

simple tips you can use right away, and time for 

questions. 

Joys of Learning Series: Bible Belt Blues by Hal Crowther 

Thursday, January 8th 2P-m, The Cedars Room 

Hal Crowther, nationally acclaimed journalist and cultural 

commentator, will read from and discuss his new book, 

Bible Belt Blues, a trenchant critique of life in the South in 

the twenty-first century. A prize-winning essayist who has 

been compared to Mark Twain and H.L. Mencken, Crowther 

will be introduced by his wife, novelist Lee Smith. Some 

views expressed might be considered divisive. This is a 

member-sponsored activity and does not express the views 

of The Cedars. Discretion is advised 

Copies of the book will be available for purchase. 

Cedars Lecture Series with Dick Isabel: Elisabetta Politi 

Friday, January 9th 2P-m, The Cedars Room 

Elisabetta Politi, RD, is a clinical dietitian at Duke 

University's Lifestyle & Weight Management Center with 

over 30 years of experience. She is a certified Diabetes 

Care and Education Specialist and Health and Wellness 

Coach. Her career focuses on preventing chronic disease 

through nutrition, education, and cooking demonstrations. 

She has been featured in major national and local media 

and has worked with The Forest at Duke and Carolina 

Meadows. 
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