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Thomas Huckle Weller
Nobel prize winner for work that 
led to poliomyelitis vaccine

As virologist and parasitologist, Thomas 
Weller was one of the great hunters of the 
20th century, his prey: disease-causing 
viruses able to elude scientific detection.

Co-winner of the 1954 Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine for developing 
laboratory techniques to grow poliovirus, an 
accomplishment that paved the way for the 
Salk and Sabin vaccines, Weller also hunted 
down other important viruses, including 
rubella virus, varicella zoster viruses, and 
cytomegalovirus. He also showed that 
rubella virus and herpesvirus could be 
transmitted from mother to fetus, causing 
birth defects.

Weller’s quest to isolate the rubella virus 
illustrates the steely determination and 
unconventional tendencies that made him 
a top medical scientist. In 1960, after a 
series of disappointments in the hunt for the 
rubella virus, fate offered Weller a helping 
hand. His 10 year old son, Robert, fell ill 
with a severe case of German measles.

Franklin A Neva, who at the time was 
working under Weller at Harvard School of 
Public Health, recalls him discussing a wild 
idea: growing cultures with a urine sample 
from his son. “Most people would take a 
blood  sample,” says Dr Neva, a retired former 
 director of the Laboratory of Parasitic Diseases 
at the US National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Diseases in Bethesda, Maryland. 
“That was sort of typical of Tom, to be a little 
 unorthodox in the techniques he was using.”

Weller inoculated Robert’s urine into cul-
tures of human amnion tissue—the sac around 
the fetus—and waited. For several weeks he 
waited, and nothing happened. “He was very 
patient,” says Neva. “He was very persistent, 
dogged.” Finally, long after most scientists 
would have abandoned the cultures, Weller 
saw changes. “They were very subtle,” says 
Neva. “Most people probably would have 
felt they were non-specific. But Tom was con-
vinced that a virus was present.”

Neva and Weller then collected urine 
samples from several people in the Boston 
area who were ill with German measles and 

that included skin, muscle, and intestinal 
cells. They decided to lace the culture with 
the poliovirus, and it worked. They published 
their groundbreaking findings in the October 
1949 issue of Proceedings of the Society for Exper-
imental Biology and Medicine, as “Cultivation 
of poliomyelitis virus in cultures of human 
foreskin and embryonic tissues” and in 1954 
shared the Nobel Prize. Vaccines for other 
viral diseases stemmed from the Enders-
 Robbins-Weller method.

From 1954 Weller headed 
Harvard’s Tropical Public 
Health Department, serv-
ing until 1981 and receiving 
emeritus status in 1985.

Jude T Hourihan, scientific 
expert at Novartis Institutes 
for BioMedical Research in 
East Hanover, New Jersey, 
enrolled in the early 1970s 
in Weller’s “famous Tropi-
cal Public Health course, 
known then as Weller’s TPH 
course.” The Nobel prize 
aura still hung heavy over 
Weller at the time, with “all 
the bigwigs of the world in 
infectious diseases coming to 
Boston to see.”

Weller’s commitment to neglected tropical 
diseases took him all over the world, including 
Trinidad, Egypt, Thailand, South Africa, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, and Brazil. He held positions 
with the US Public Health Service, World 
Health Organization, and US Agency for Inter-
national Development, and directed the Com-
mission on Parasitic Diseases of the American 
Armed Forces Epidemiological Board. In 1964 
he was inducted into the National Academy 
of Sciences, and in 1996 he received the Wal-
ter Reed medal from the American Society of 
Tropical Medicine and Hygiene. He published 
his autobiography—Growing Pathogens in Tissue 
Cultures: Fifty Years in Academic Tropical Medicine, 
Pediatrics, and Virology—in 2004.

He leaves his wife of more than 60 years, 
Kathleen Fahey Weller; three children (includ-
ing his son Robert); and six grandchildren.
Ned Stafford 
Thomas Weller, emeritus professor, Tropical Public 
Health, Harvard School of Public Health (b 1915; q 
Harvard 1940), d 23 August 2008.
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1779

confirmed that all were carrying the rubella 
virus. They learnt that a team at the Walter 
Reed Army Institute of Research in Wash-
ington had also isolated rubella virus using 
a different technique. But instead of a mad 
dash to the finish line, the teams cooperated 
and exchanged viruses. Both papers were 
published in 1962 in the same issue of the 
Proceedings of the Society of Experimental Biol-
ogy and Medicine. The vaccine that resulted is 
now part of the standard measles, mumps, 
rubella (MMR) vaccine 
routinely administered to 
children in most devel-
oped nations.

Weller was born in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. His 
father was a pathologist at 
the University of Michi-
gan Medical School and 
his grandfather a general 
practitioner. After earning 
bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees at the University of 
Michigan, he entered Har-
vard Medical School, stud-
ying in what was then the 
Department of Compara-
tive Pathology and Tropi-
cal Medicine. He became a 
protégé of Harvard professor John P Enders, 
who would later share the 1954 Nobel prize 
with Weller and Frederick Robbins.

Weller received his medical degree in 1940 
and started clinical training at the Children’s 
Hospital Boston. In 1942 he joined the US 
Army Medical Corps, working on malaria 
control at a laboratory in Puerto Rico. He 
left the army in 1946 as a major, returning to 
the Children’s Hospital and Harvard Medi-
cal School.

Weller and Robbins were research fellows 
under Enders in the late 1940s, when polio-
myelitis was creating fear and near hysteria 
around the world. Tens of thousands of chil-
dren were infected each year, leaving many 
dead or paralysed. Small amounts of poliovirus 
had been isolated after injection into monkeys, 
but attempts to produce vaccines from the 
infected nerve cells were not effective or were 
contaminated with monkey nerve tissue.

The three Harvard researchers had been 
trying unsuccessfully to grow varicella zoster 
virus in a culture of human embryonic  tissues 
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Robert Charles  
Hedderwick Bruce

Consultant in anaesthesia and 
intensive care Southampton 
University Hospitals Trust (b 1968; 
q St Thomas’ Hospital, London, 
1993; BSc, FRCA, DTM&H), died 
in a snowboarding accident on 5 
February 2008.
Robert Charles Hedderwick Bruce 
(“Rob”) was a popular student 
and talented sportsman. During 
his early career he worked in air 
ambulances and with a Raleigh 
expedition to Belize. Joining 
Southampton anaesthetic 
department as a senior house 
officer in 1999, he was appointed 
consultant in 2005, and spent a 
sabbatical year in Perth, Australia, 
in 2006. He had an infectious 
sense of fun and was last seen by 
many of his colleagues dancing 
the Gay Gordons in an orange 
wig at a Burns Night party. He 
leaves a wife, Catherine, and two 
daughters.
James Knight, Andrew McLeod, 
Caroline Marshall 
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1741

Gerald Michael Coleman

Former general practitioner 
Birmingham (b 1935; q Dublin 1959), 
d 16 August 2008.
Gerald Michael Coleman (“Gerry”) 
moved to Birmingham in 1965 
and became a partner in an inner 
city practice. He was elected 
to Birmingham Local Medical 
Committee in 1966, remaining a 

member until his retirement in 2001. 
He served as chairman from 1986 to 
1990 and was a representative at the 
annual conference of local medical 
committees for over 20 years, serving 
for a time on the conference agenda 
committee. Gerry was also medical 
officer to Central Television studios. 
He retired from his practice in 1990 
and became the medical director of a 
commercial deputising service until 
2001, when he retired to Spain. He is 
survived by his second wife, Elaine, 
and three children.
Charles Zuckerman 
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1731

Andrew Conal Finbarr 
Gregan

Former house officer Chester (b 
1966; q University College London 
1993; BSc), died suddenly from 
complications of multiple sclerosis on 
18 April 2008.
A passionate university oarsman and 
lover of politics and sport, Andrew 
Conal Finbarr Gregan had his medical 
career cut short by multiple sclerosis 
while a house officer in Chester 
in 1994. He maintained a keen 
interest in medicine, particularly 
the plight of disabled doctors. His 
own illness progressed too rapidly 
to allow him to work for long after 
diagnosis. He never ceased to feel 
pleased, however, for his peers as 
they progressed in their chosen 
careers. He faced his illness with 
characteristic strength and dignity. 
He leaves a wife, Suzanne, and two 
daughters.
Suzanne Stewart 
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1736

Agnes Jane Adams Maybin

Former consultant in geriatric 
medicine Belfast City and 
Crawfordsburn Hospitals (b 1916; q 
Queen’s University, Belfast, 1938; 
MD), d 27 June 2008.

One of five women in her year, 
Agnes Jane Adams Maybin 
(“Nessie”) wanted to specialise 
in paediatrics, but after spending 
two and a half years in hospital 
with tuberculosis she decided 
on chest medicine. She opened 
a new tuberculosis unit in 
Musgrave Park Hospital, Belfast, 
and in 1947 was awarded an 
MD with distinction. With the 
decline of tuberculosis, she 
entered geriatrics, retiring in 
1976. Married to a minister, 
Malcolm Redman, in 1951, she 
spent the height of the “troubles” 
in Northern Ireland around 
the Springfield Road, Belfast. 
Predeceased by Malcolm in 
1997, she leaves a son and three 
grandchildren.
Bob Stout 
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1734

Alan Stewart Wallace

Former general practitioner Salisbury 
(b 1921; q University College 
Hospital, London, 1944; MRCP, DMJ, 
DObstRCOG), d 20 April 2008.
After qualification at the end 
of the second world war, Alan 
Stewart Wallace joined the 
Parachute Regiment and served in 
Palestine and the Sudan. In 1950 
he began a singlehanded practice 
in Upavon, Wiltshire, and then 
moved to Salisbury in 1966 until 
he retired. For most of his career 
he had an interest in forensic 
medicine and was a police 
surgeon. He drew on his extensive 
experience in his regular 

contributions to the Salisbury 
Medical Journal. After retirement, 
he renewed his association with 
the Parachute Regiment and 
continued his interest in forensic 
medicine. Predeceased by his 
wife and daughter, he leaves a 
partner, Eileen; two sons; and four 
grandchildren.
Michael Wallace 
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1651

Alexander Joseph Warrington

Former consultant general surgeon 
Sunderland District and Ryhope 
General Hospitals, Sunderland (b 
1935; q Royal University Malta 1958; 
BSc, MD, FRCS), died from prostate 
cancer on 26 July 2008.
After house jobs in Malta, 
Alexander Joseph Warrington 
(“Alex”) came to the United 
Kingdom in 1960 to specialise 
in surgery. He worked in and 
around London and passed the 
FRCS in 1965. On returning to 
Malta in 1966, he worked at St 
Luke’s University Hospital, but 
in 1977, he was one of a large 
cohort of doctors (and medical 
students) who left Malta after a 
major medicopolitical upheaval. 
He was appointed consultant 
general surgeon in Sunderland, 
retiring in 1995. He leaves a wife, 
Franca; four daughters; and six 
grandchildren.
Raphael Attard 
Cite this as: BMJ 2008;337:a1637
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