
 

When size matters 

September 28, 2010 by leonardzehr  

 

 

Hamilton Thorne (TSX-V:HTL) is mining a stem cell gold rush with a line of miniaturized lasers 

that attach to standard microscopes, enabling researchers to turn months of work into days and 

hours into seconds. 

“We make quite extraordinary laser systems.  They are roughly an inch-and-a-half long by an 

inch wide, and they have the capability of a laser three feet long and 20 inches high,” CEO Meg 

Spencer says in an exclusive interview with BioTuesday.ca. “We intend to be the leading 

supplier to the stem cell gold rush, and we’re coming out with a couple of products that are real 

breakouts,” she adds. 

Driving the sector are reports of high profile advances in stem cell research and $10 billion 

(U.S.) of proposed funding by the Obama administration to the U.S. National Institutes of Health 

for stem cell research, including installation of equipment and instruments in labs. 

The company already has two lasers on the market, including its original ZILOS-tk, which 

dominates the in vitro fertilization sector, is FDA-cleared and validates the technology platform. 
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 “There has never been anything like Stiletto,” she contends. “The laser does this so fast that you 

can’t see it with the naked eye—it’s all automated.” 

So why is miniaturization important? 

Ms. Spencer points out that regenerative labs are often divided into cubicles and even though 

technicians may be scrubbed, capped and gowned like surgeons, contamination is the number 

one fear.  “The last thing they want to do is take their sample and walk down the hall to share 

some great machine that has other cells going into it.  So the risk of contamination is enormous.” 

Hamilton Thorne competes with several laser makers, whose machines are super-sized, may 

require several technicians to run them and cost north of $200,000 each.  “What our customers 

were saying to us was allow multiple units in each cubicle, so you can put different applications 

in the turret of one microscope and by turning that turret, you have a whole new set of 

applications,” Ms. Spencer says.  Hamilton Thorne’s lasers sell for between $28,000 and $45,000 

each. 



In an initiation report at the end of 2009, LOM BioQuest analyst Connie Chen said Hamilton 

Thorne is poised to become the “go-to laser company that enables stem cell and advanced cell 

biology research.”  She rates the stock as a “speculative buy”, with a 12-month price target of $1 

(Canadian).  The shares closed at 15 cents last Friday. 

 

Headquartered in Beverly, MA, Hamilton Thorne was formed in 2002 and, six years later, spun 

out its molecular biology business, because it was a cash drain, Ms. Spencer recalls.  In October 

2009, the company went public in a reverse takeover of a TSX Venture Exchange-listed 

company. 

In the second quarter this year, Hamilton Thorne sales hit $1.6 million (U.S.), up 57% year-over-

year and 36% higher than the first quarter of 2010.  Gross profit margins continue to top 60%. 

Ms. Spencer says regenerative medicine, with its multiple processes, sectors, lasers and systems, 

represents a $2.7 billion market opportunity.  The company’s target market also includes some 

27,500 global labs involved in developmental biology and cancer research, and the “market 

opportunity here is much larger,” she contends. 

Hamilton Thorne uses both a direct and distribution approach to sales.  A new VP of sales came 

on board last March, and 35% of sales are generated by four directors of sales, who focus on new 

accounts; and managing 14 distributors generates 65% of sales.  They distribute lasers into 20 

countries, “which is where the money is for this type of research,” she says.  The company’s 

largest end-user accounts for less than 10% of overall sales. 
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In May, the company signed a vendor agreement to have its lasers distributed in 

North America by Leica Microsystems of Germany in a deal that Ms. Spencer predicts will 

“dramatically advance our penetration into the regenerative medicine market.”  By drawing on 

Leica’s sales force, Hamilton Thorne’s internal sales force will be able to focus on new product 

launches. 

Hamilton Thorne boasts 2,500 customers worldwide, including pharmaceutical and biotech 

companies, fertility clinics and university research centers.  Current customers include world-

leading research labs such as Harvard University, MIT, Yale, DuPont, Monsanto, Charles River 

Labs, Jackson Labs, Merck, Novartis, Pfizer, Oxford University and Cambridge. 

“We don’t actually manufacture, even though we are FDA-cleared,” Ms. Spencer points out. 

“We just assemble. We sub-out everything.  It allows us to double sales without having to double 

space and personnel.  Even though we are FDA- and GMP-approved, the only product the FDA 

looked at was the (original) ZILOS-tk.” 

In addition to Staccato and Stiletto, the company also has two products in development to be 

launched in the 2011-2012 timeframe, including a novel 3D visualization capability for lasers 

and a yet unnamed laser poration product designed to create temporary pores in cellular material, 

allowing researchers to introduce DNA, large molecules or chemicals, not only into a cell, but 

also into the nucleus of a cell. 

Ms. Spencer explains that laser poration will be eventually be used to reprogram skin cells to 

create stem cells, which can be turned into neurons. This process could result in personalized 

medicine for Alzheimer’s disease, for example, so there will be no rejection.  Existing methods 

of electro-poration can kill as many as 30% of cells, with an insertion getting little material into 

the nucleus of a cell.  Hamilton Thorne’s laser poration is “very fast and is an absolutely key 

process that we regard as a real breakout product,” she predicts. 

Even though regenerative medicine is still widely regarded as sophisticated R&D, it is moving 

out of the laboratory. Ms. Spencer says there are 63 regenerative therapeutics in Phase 1 and 2 

clinical trials, with one in Phase 3, covering cardiac, autoimmune, endocrine and metabolic and 

central nervous system indications, with another 282 candidates in preclinical testing. 

“Our technology is installed at a lot of the companies in these trials and helped them reduce 

months of research work to days,” she says, claiming that the company’s lasers can cut 

development time and costs for essential procedures to improve success rates by as much as 

60%. 

“We love the regenerative medicine field because of the savings on the almost incalculable costs 

of Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, Lou Gehrig’s, terminal heart disease and blindness,” she 

says.  “And we offer exposure to this market without having to gamble on one company, one 

technology, clinical trial risk and the FDA.” 
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