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F o r  O p e n e r s

First You
Make a Roux

JAMES F. RYAN

New Orleans chefs are known for their use of spices and seasonings to
produce some of the most delectable dishes found on either restaurant
or home dining table. Some of us who have attended a Pittsburgh Confer-

ence in the Big Easy may have sampled New Orleans French Creole dishes at
restaurants such as Antoine’s, Bayona, Gallatoire’s, or my personal favorite,
Commander’s Palace. The food that comes from those kitchens has names like
jambalaya, filé gumbo, and étouffée that even sound spicy. Made with shrimp,
oysters, crawfish, brown rice, okra, and similar ingredients, these dishes can be
incredible. Interestingly, though each is unique in its presentation to the
palate and eye, many start from the same point, a roux. In Louisiana cook-
books, the phrase “first you make a roux” is ubiquitous. A dark brown mixture
of bacon fat and flour made over low heat in a heavy pot, a roux is the foun-
dation of Creole cooking. But unto itself, it is far from the final product. In the
vernacular of today, it is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for culinary
success. It’s sort of that way in the drug industry as well. While one must have
a chemical with therapeutic properties as a base, a roux if you will, there are
many steps necessary to produce an actual pharmaceutical product. 

The actual chemical structure of a drug doesn’t begin to tell you about how
the drug works, or how much development work the manufacturer has done to
bring a medication to market. Our feature “Pharma Preformulation” (p 22) reviews
the steps necessary to bring a drug candidate to a point where it can be evalu-
ated in clinical trials. As it turns out, this development process is not without its
problems and pitfalls. Due consideration must be given to the selection of the
appropriate salt form of a drug, characterizing the morphology or solid-state struc-
ture as well as its solubility in the body, especially as these functions affect bioavail-
ability. Then there is the whole question of excipients, materials that can range
from simple inert chalk powders that act as binders to lubricants and surfactants
that aid the manufacturing process. As one might surmise, even the best of medic-
inal chemicals does not come from the research lab as a simple white tablet.

Our other feature, “Chemistry in Flatland” (p 29), is on the use of membranes
in various aspects of the separation sciences. As noted in the article, while a
few years ago membrane technology was considered mature, it has of late
come to be a key part of molecular synthesis, biotechnology purification, and
a host of other applications. In addition, Associate Editor David Filmore
reviews the state of the combinatorial chemistry library development and Asso-
ciate Editor Nancy McGuire examines the National Institute of Standards and
Technology’s Thermodynamics Research Center, an organization that has set
itself the ambitious—and laudable—goal of “capturing from the world’s liter-
ature essentially all the experimental data available for thermophysical and ther-
mochemical properties of organic chemical compounds.” Such information can
of course play a substantive role in the prediction of chemical interactions
such as can occur in a drug candidate’s interaction with a living cell process. 

The nature of pharmaceutical research today requires that everything from
chemical properties to fluid engineering be deftly blended to produce a viable
commercial drug. But as anyone who works in this field knows, first you have
to start with good chemistry. First you make a roux. 

P.S. If you want to see a copy of what I consider the best recipe for gumbo,
bar none, see our July 2003 homepage at www.tcawonline.org. ◆


