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Tomi Sawyer  
Peptide Drug Hunter, 
There and Back Again 
 

In an Interview with Tomi Sawyer:  
Key Opinion Leader in the Peptide  
Drug Discovery, Chief Drug Hunter  
and President of Maestro Therapeutics.

 

Tomi is currently Chief Drug Hunter and President, Maestro Therapeutics, 
a consulting/advisory enterprise that is engaging academia, biotech,  
and pharma to support peptide drug discovery. 

How would you describe the role of a drug hunter to 
someone not being familiar with it?
A drug hunter is anyone who is scientifically committed to the R&D of drug  
discovery and who may contribute to it with expertise in a certain discipline or  
in a multidisciplinary manner. Holistically, I believe that being a drug hunter comes 
with a commitment to medicine that is both rigorous and virtuous to the highest  
scientific, ethical, and moral principles. Ultimately, the good works of a drug  
hunter is providing hope a reality –– for some a cure and others a chance to  
alleviate some of the suffering they live with.

How many years have you been in the peptide industry? 
I first became interested in peptides in my last year as an undergraduate Chemistry 
major at Moorhead State University (now Minnesota State University Moorhead). 
At the University of Arizona, I had the privilege to collaborate with Professor Victor 
Hruby on melanocortin peptides. Next, I began my career as a Scientist at the Upjohn 
Company in 1981, and I was mostly focused on protease-targeted peptidomimetic 
inhibitor drug discovery. Over the past 40 years, my career has included both large 
pharma (most recently, Merck) and biotech (Ariad [now Takeda] and Aileron). My 
R&D adventures have included receptors, proteases, kinases, phosphatases, GTPases, 
protein–protein interactions and DNA/RNA regulatory targets (e.g., transcription 
and translation factors). About two years ago, I retired from ‘classic” pharma/biotech 
to create Maestro Therapeutics (consulting/advisory enterprise) to further support 
peptide drug discovery within start-up and early-stage biotech companies as well as 
interfacing with CROs/CMOs, investors and pharma (or larger biotech) partners. I 
have other plans (e.g., the Peptide Drug Hunter Consortium and the Saint Albert the 
Great Institute) in progress that I’m enthusiastic to launch in the future.



page 2

“With respect  
to vivitide,  
I’m aware  
that it has  
significant  
production  
capability to  
tackle such  
a robust  
spectrum of  
peptides,  
ranging from  
simple to  
complex, and  
including linear 
peptides,  
macrocyclic  
peptides,  

all-D-peptides,  
conjugates of 
peptides  
with varying  
modalities, and 
libraries of  
such diverse  
peptides. “

What career accomplishments are you most  
proud of?
Perhaps the most satisfying accomplishments have been to share scientific  
breakthroughs with my colleagues and the excitement and “victory” (e.g., in 
terms of design, chemistry, pharmacology, or first clinical trials). I’ve been blessed 
to have been able to collaborate with some very talented and inspired teams of 
scientists, and such are very special memories for me. I’ve been also lucky to see a 
few of my drug discovery endeavors advance into the clinic, including three that 
are marketed –– Scenesse® (NDP-MSH; developed by Clinuvel), Iclusig (a small 
molecule [AP24534]; developed by Ariad/Takeda), and EluNIR® Ridaforolimus 
Eluting Coronary Stent System (a natural product [AP23573]; developed by Ariad/
Medinol). Furthermore, I’m optimistic that ALRN-6924, a stapled helical peptide 
(in Phase II clinical trials by Aileron Therapeutics) will advance all the way to the 
market as a novel chemoprotective therapeutic. Unquestionably, there is great  
opportunity existing now and in the future for the peptide therapeutic modality 
and peptide drug hunters!

What is your primary focus at Maestro  
Therapeutics? 

My primary focus at Maestro Therapeutics is to contribute to scientific innova-
tion in terms of novel peptide modalities for various therapeutic indications. This 
involves design concepts, brainstorming data, strategizing next-step studies, and 
orchestrating external interactions (e.g., KOLs, CROs/CMOs, investors, R&D  
partners) to support the cause. So, my primary focus is “high level” innovation, 
strategy, and modus operandi along with deep dives into both scientific concepts 
and data. Suffice it to say, there’s never a dull moment in my work!

You advise a wide range of companies in the  
peptide field. What do you think is the biggest  
challenge these companies are facing today? 

I’m engaged with many start-ups and early-stage biotech companies, and they  
vary considerably in terms of their modus operandi with respect to some being 
more virtual relative to outsourcing R&D activities versus others building such  
capabilities internally. In one way or another, the initial (and/or sustained)  
challenge is oftentimes funding. On the scientific side, it is nowadays the time 
factor. For example, how long it will take to produce a “wave” of peptide analogs 
for testing? And, how long it will take to test such peptides in vitro and/or in vivo, 
including preclinical disease models for efficacy or related pharmacokinetic,  
safety and drug delivery studies? Strategies for expediting drug discovery are a 
continuous focus for most pharma and biotech companies.
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How do you think the coronavirus pandemic will 
change drug development activities and targets? Is 
there really a race for new treatments or a new focus 
within the industry?

It is evident that the coronavirus pandemic has re-focused pharma and biotech 
attention on infectious disease, and with an aggressive “all modality”  
armamentarium to advance some desperately needed breakthrough  
medicines to humanity. I’m particularly enthusiastic to see peptides and  
peptidomimetics become developed as we’ve seen in the past for viral and  
bacterial diseases, and unquestionably there has been an incredible effort over  
the past two years relative to coronavirus. A PubMed search on “COVID and  
peptide therapeutic”, for example, identifies ~3000 publications since March 2020. 
This is truly remarkable. Yes, there is both a race for new treatments and a new 
focus within pharma and biotech, and I would imagine that it will be sustained for 
some time. Many scientists from the “old days” (like myself) have been anxious 
about what seemed to be a dwindling attention on infectious disease, but today  
that is unquestionably not a major concern.

How do you see the role of CMO’s in advancing the 
research for therapeutics? 
The role of CMOs is vital to most pharma and biotech companies to enable and 
expedite peptide R&D, and other than the obviousness of the relationship of high 
purity peptides correlating with high quality biological data, it is my perspective 
that high level scientific communication (i.e., both technical and strategic) is  
paramount to the modus operandi between CMOs and their partners within  
pharma and biotech. This may be also opportunistic for peptide drug hunters  
who are engaged as consultants or advisors to help establish highly effective  
collaborations in this regard. I imagine that this may also give a greater sense of 
both contribution and appreciation by CMOs to peptide drug discovery being  
advanced by pharma and biotech

How would you describe the collaboration with  
vivitide?   
It’s my perspective that a collaboration is as good as what one puts into it, and  
perhaps the extent to which a biotech or pharma may perceive the working  
relationship as a collaboration (versus a fee-for-service that is simply more  
transactional in nature) will depend critically on both communication and  
responsiveness. With respect to vivitide, I’ve been quite impressed with the  
special efforts made to establish a positive working relationship. Of course, it  
requires the biotech or pharma to contribute to establishing a good collaboration, 
too. Lastly, this may benefit by engaging peptide drug hunters who can further  
contribute to the overall strategy.

“I’ve been  
quite  

impressed  
with the  
special  

efforts made  
to establish a 
positive  
working  
relationship  
(with vivitide).”

www.vivitide.com
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What types of projects have you worked with  
vivitide on? 
I’m now engaged in a robust spectrum of peptides, ranging from simple to  
complex, and including linear peptides, macrocyclic peptides, all-D-peptides,  
conjugates of peptides with varying modalities, and libraries of such diverse  
peptides. Sometimes this work is being addressed by internal capabilities within 
the biotech and pharma companies that I consult/advise, but I’m seeing a  
greater need for outsourcing this work to CMOs. With respect to vivitide, I’m 
aware that it has significant production capability to tackle such a robust spectrum 
of peptides. I am witnessing that many biotech and pharma companies are seeking 
deeper chemistry skill sets nowadays, and such may include novel amino acids 
(i.e., a greater range of amino acids within a CMOs inventory) or ability to make 
macrocyclic peptides using varying chemistries as well as conjugates of peptides 
with varying modalities. Lastly, the ability to make synthetic libraries of peptides 
that are encoded (by varying chemistries) or uniquely differentiated by mass (to 
couple with MS screening) is significant to identifying novel peptides for targets 
of interest. Strength and versatility in more challenging peptide chemistries will 
translate to greater success in peptide drug discovery!

More about Tomi Sawyer
He has recently retired from Merck Research Laboratories as  
Distinguished Scientist, Global Chemistry, where he provided  
leadership to the Peptide Drug Hunter Network and several peptide 
R&D programs as well as innovative core capabilities and knowledge 
engine. Tomi is an entrepreneurial drug hunter with four decades of 
industrial experience in both pharma and biotech. He is well known 
for his contributions to GPCR, kinase, protease and protein-protein 
interaction drug discovery. He has two marketed drugs, including 
Scenesse® (a peptide superagonist of MCR1 for the treatment of the 
orphan skin disease known as erythropoietic protophyria and related 
indications) and Iclusig® (a small-molecule inhibitor of Bcr-Abl  
kinase for the treatment of resistant forms of chronic myelogenous 
leukemia). Other examples of his drug development campaigns include 
the peptidomimetic renin inhibitor Ditekiren, a natural product  
macrocycle mTOR antagonist Ridaforolimus and the first stapled  
peptide dual MDM2–MDMX antagonist ALRN-6924. 

Tomi is credited with ~600 scientific publications, patents, and  
presentations and holds several Adjunct Professorships at the  
University of Massachusetts, the University of Massachusetts Medical 
School and Northeastern University Center for Drug Discovery. He is  
a Distinguished Alumni Scholar from his undergraduate alma mater,  
Minnesota State University at Moorhead, and served as a member of  
the MSUM Alumni Foundation Board of Directors. At his graduate  
alma mater, the University of Arizona, Tomi is a Distinguished  
Alumni Entrepreneur and has received a Professional Achievement 
Award from the Department of Chemistry & Biochemistry and the 
College of Science. Concurrently with Maestro Therapeutics, he is 
launching a Peptide Drug Hunter Consortium and the Saint Albert the 
Great Institute for Science, Faith & Wisdom.

Click  here to read  
more interesting  
vivitide blogs!
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