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On April 10, 2005, the University of Pittsburgh launched

a three-day celebration of the 50th anniversary of the

development of the Salk polio vaccine and the unique

roles the University of Pittsburgh and the Pittsburgh

community played in this medical milestone. 

The commemoration included a community celebration

honoring Pittsburgh polio pioneers, a two-day 

scientific symposium, and a celebratory banquet. 

This publication presents the printed versions of key

presentations given at the Salk anniversary events

plus excerpts from, and published reports of, other

presentations—all selected as representative of the

many individuals and organizations that took part.

All of those, in turn, commemorate the legions of

polio pioneers who contributed to “one of the 

greatest achievements of the 20th century.”



Sunday, April 10, 2005

Commons Room

Cathedral of Learning

This opening event honored Pittsburgh’s
polio pioneers—anyone who contracted
polio, anyone who rolled up a sleeve to 
join in the early trials and the mass immu-
nization campaigns, and anyone who was
associated with the development of the Salk
polio vaccine—as well as special guests who
joined in the evening celebration.

Welcoming Remarks by Master of
Ceremonies Stacy Smith, KDKA-TV
News Co-anchor

Good evening, and
welcome to the
University of
Pittsburgh for this
special salute to
Pittsburgh’s own
polio pioneers. This

night belongs to you—the many polio 
survivors and others who, as youngsters,
played a critical role in the early testing 
of the polio vaccine.

In recent weeks, many of you have shared
your thoughts and memories of those days
when polio was very much feared and how
much you dreaded lining up at school to
receive your inoculations. No one likes
shots, especially children. But even as 
children, you seemed to realize that you
were involved in something important,
something historic, something that would
benefit many others.

Some of you may know and some of you probably do not know that
I also had polio. I came down with it at the age of 6 months, in 1949,
before the Salk vaccine was developed. I’m doing a documentary to
air on KDKA-TV and WQED-TV, and I’ve had the opportunity to
interview several people in this area who not only took part in the
trials, but who also had polio. And to a person—I want to say this 
for some of you who don’t know a person who had polio—to a 
person they all say, “We’re not survivors; we’re not victims. We’re
just people who had polio.” And to that end you are going to meet
some very special people here tonight—some of whom were at the
D.T. Watson Home during the first trial to establish the polio vaccine.

Our celebration tonight is appropriately called Remembering Polio
because, thanks to you and so many other people like you, polio is
now mainly a thing of the past.

There’s also a reason we chose this particular space for tonight’s 
celebration—and it’s not just because it holds a lot of people. It was here,
in the Commons Room of the Cathedral of Learning, that more than
20,000 of the University’s faculty, students, and staff lined up to get a
polio shot in February 1957. They did that to show Pittsburgh and the
entire world that it would take everyone’s cooperation to eradicate polio.

Now let me introduce our host, the chancellor of the University of
Pittsburgh, Mark Nordenberg.

Introductory Address by Chancellor Mark A. Nordenberg, JD

Thank you, Stacy. It is my distinct
privilege to welcome each of you to
the University of Pittsburgh for this
golden anniversary celebration of the
conquest of polio.

As this week’s edition of JAMA—
the Journal of the American Medical
Association—reminds us, the develop-
ment of the vaccine that brought this

country’s war against that dread disease to a triumphant end has
been heralded as “one of the greatest achievements of the 20th 
century.” How fitting that we are able to gather for this community
celebration on the campus where that work was done and in the very

building where some of the earliest
forms of community out-

reach occurred.

But both the disease and its defeat had an
impact that stretched to far more distant
locations. And for all of us who were alive
at the time, wherever we might have been
physically located, this occasion will trigger
very personal memories.

According to JAMA, the first major outbreak
of polio in the United States occurred in
1916, when 6,000 people died and 27,000
were paralyzed. The disease reached its
peak in 1952, when more than 57,000 new
cases were reported. By then, fear of the
“polio season” gripped the nation. But on
April 12, 1955, the entire country first
breathed a shared sigh of relief and then
responded with a collective cheer when it
was publicly announced that the vaccine
developed by the Pitt team, led by Dr. Jonas
Salk, had produced a vaccine that was “safe,
effective, and potent.”

A key member of that research team was 
Dr. Julius Youngner. Among his many 
contributions, Juli (as we fondly call him here)
established the cell culture technique that
made large-scale production of poliovirus
possible and also developed a process to
destroy the ability of the virus to infect with-
out impeding its effectiveness as a vaccine. 
Dr. Youngner remains one of our most distin-
guished faculty members, and I am very

pleased that he is here with us today.
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Remembering Polio: 
A Tribute to Pittsburgh’s Own Polio Pioneers

Miracle in the making

At The Watson Institute—

formerly known as the D.T. Watson 

Home for Crippled Children—in Leetsdale, Pa., 

Jonas Salk, in 1952, conducted some of the earliest

field tests of the polio vaccine on children there who already 

had the disease. By doing so, he was able to determine whether they 

developed additional antibodies against the strain of polio they already had 

without causing new disease. Marilyn Hoyson, PhD, chief operating officer of The Watson Institute, represented the institute at the Pitt celebration.

Pittsburghers line up for vaccinations in the Cathedral of Learning Commons Room 
on February 26, 1957.
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Jonas Salk collects blood for antibody samples.
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The success of the campaign against polio,
locally and in more-distant locations,
depended not only upon the core team here
at Pitt, but also upon countless other med-
ical professionals—scientists, physicians,
nurses, technicians, and others. It depended
upon those who led the campaigns to raise
the funds to support the research—and
upon those who made the contributions to
those campaigns, large or small. It depended
upon those who educated the public about
the disease and the ongoing efforts to defeat
it. At critical points, it depended upon the
constructive involvement of government—
and I would like to acknowledge the pres-
ence here today of Pennsylvania’s lieutenant
governor, the Honorable Catherine Baker
Knoll, and the president of Pittsburgh City
Council, Gene Ricciardi.

Carved in the dedication stone to my right
is the expressed hope “that youth will find
here moments of high victory.” In a very
real sense, of course, the defeat of the 
disease known as infantile paralysis was 
a high victory for youth. But in important
respects, it also was a victory by youth—

a victory that never could have been claimed without the active 
participation of the young people of this community and, then, 
of the larger country. Therefore, I do want to spend just a moment
acknowledging some of their contributions.

Let me begin with the young polio patients at what was then called
the D.T. Watson Home for Crippled Children in Leetsdale, Pa., and
the children who were patients at the Polk State School near Franklin.
Some of them were involved in the earliest days of testing, as early
as 1952.

Then, when the pilot trials began the next year, youngsters no more
than 6, 7, 8, or 9 years old at public, parochial, and private schools
throughout the area rolled up their sleeves to bravely (or, in some
cases, not so bravely) get a polio shot.

These young people, as well as members of the other groups 
mentioned, played a pioneering role in getting the polio vaccine to
the point where the nationwide clinical trial—the largest medical
field trial ever conducted—was possible. And that trial, of course,
resulted in what was called “the shot heard round the world,” the
announcement—after so much suffering and so many years of hope
and so much hard work—that there was a vaccine that worked.

To all of our polio pioneers here this evening who were a vital part
of this history-making effort, we salute you, we thank you, we feel
privileged to have you with us and are glad to have the chance to
spend this time with you.

Polio Pioneers Saluted During the Tribute

The tribute to Pittsburgh’s polio pioneers saluted a number of individuals
who represented the key institutions and the thousands of people who
played important roles in the development of the polio vaccine. These are
some of their stories.

JAMES SARKETT

James Sarkett was only 10 when he was diagnosed with polio. He was
moved from his Washington County home to the Municipal Hospital
for Contagious Diseases (now Salk Hall) in Oakland and stayed there
several months before being transferred to the D.T. Watson Home for
Crippled Children in Leetsdale. Although he was paralyzed, Sarkett
never had to spend time in an iron lung, but he saw many children
who did. He remembers attending classes with other children on
crutches and in wheelchairs and describes having polio as “bringing 
a lot of pain and a lot of tears.” Once he started improving, Sarkett was
able to go home on weekends. Almost three years after the onset of the
disease, he was released from the Watson Home with leg braces and
crutches, which he uses to this day. Sarkett recalls Jonas Salk as a 
“common man … he didn’t feel mightier than you” and says that he
was “kind and a gentleman.” After his move to California, Salk would
call Sarkett every time he returned to Pittsburgh; on one of those occa-
sions, he took Sarkett and his wife to dinner. During his treatment as 

a boy, Sarkett had many biological samples
taken. It was from one of his samples that
researchers isolated one of the three viral
forms used in creating the polio vaccine.
Originally named the Saukett strain because 
a lab worker misread the name on the test
vial, Sarkett’s sample was critical in making
the vaccine effective against multiple forms 
of the virus. The March 29, 1954, edition of
TIME magazine featured Jonas Salk on the
cover and, inside, a picture of young Sarkett.
Sarkett had his own copy of the magazine,
but some years ago a television reporter who
was interviewing him asked to borrow it and
never returned it. During the Pitt celebration
ceremony, the University presented Sarkett
with the gift of a copy of this issue.
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The core Pitt research team discusses the vaccine at the
Pittsburgh Municipal Hospital for Contagious Diseases 
during an April 9, 1955, news conference. From left 
are L. James Lewis, Julius S. Youngner, Byron Bennett, 
Percival Bazeley, and Jonas Salk. 

Jonas Salk vaccinates a child.

TIME Magazine, March 29, 1954, issue
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MARY BAILEY, MD

Mary Bailey, pictured above behind Jonas
Salk, graduated from the University of
Pittsburgh School of Medicine in 1944, 
specializing in pathology, and she joined
Jonas Salk’s lab when he arrived at Pitt in
1947. Initially, Bailey worked with him to
develop a vaccine against influenza, but
later the lab’s focus shifted to investigating
a polio vaccine. When the trial vaccinations
began, Bailey, the only other physician in
the group, was right by Salk’s side. She
remembers him as a “great man to work 
for because he wanted you to be happy 
and let you work on projects that you liked.”
Every Saturday, Bailey went to the D.T.
Watson Home for Crippled Children to give 
vaccinations with Salk. The earliest tests
involved children who had already 
contracted polio to determine whether the
vaccine would raise their levels of antibody
against the polio strain they already had.
After the vaccine was shown to be safe in
infected children, the trials were opened to
healthy children, and Bailey vaccinated her
three nephews, who were among the very
first healthy children to receive the vaccine.
Bailey stopped working when her son was
born; however, when Salk called and asked
her to come back, she agreed and was 
present at the campuswide vaccination in
the Commons Room of the Cathedral of
Learning in 1957.

ETHEL J. BAILEY
If you had looked up “Jonas
Salk” in the World Book
Encyclopedia 40 years ago, you
would have found a photo of 
the famous researcher and an
unidentified research assistant.
The young woman in the photo
was Ethel Bailey—known as

Mickey to friends and family—who worked in Salk’s lab at the
University of Pittsburgh from September 1952 through May 1955
while her husband, Kenneth Bailey, was a student at the Pittsburgh
Theological Seminary. She worked with tissue cultures and thousands
of test tubes and also visited schools and helped with inoculations.
“We had known that the vaccine worked for a couple of years,”
Bailey says. “We felt that success was looming.” Following the offi-
cial announcement on April 12, 1955, that the vaccine was a success,
Bailey took on an added duty. “My last month in the lab was spent
dealing with the great volumes of mail that we received.” She still
recalls the excitement of her time in the lab and says, “I’m grateful
for the opportunity to have been a part of it.”

ADAM WADE
Pittsburgh-born Adam Wade has played
many roles during the course of his 69 years.
He was the first African American to host a
U.S. television game show; he acted on TV
and in films, including the 1971 movie Shaft;
and he recorded several Top 40 albums. In
1961, Wade had three U.S. Top 10 hits: “Take
Good Care of Her,” “The Writing on The

Wall,” and “As If I Didn’t Know.” But before Wade did all this, he
was a glassware washer and then a blood cell counter in Jonas Salk’s
lab, starting in 1958, three years after the polio vaccine was approved
for widespread use. As a graduate of Westinghouse High School,
Wade remembers the school’s champion long-distance swimmer 
contracting polio and developing a permanently disfigured leg.
When Wade began working in Salk’s lab, he was tremendously
proud to be a part of this internationally celebrated research team.

For the Pitt community celebration, Adam Wade provided, via videotape, 
the following personal recollection of how Jonas Salk touched his life.

This bit of modern technology allows me to join you in celebrating 
a great humanitarian. I add my hoorays and hallelujahs to the 50th
anniversary of the world-renowned announcement in April of 1955.
A collective sigh of relief must have been heard around the world,
knowing the vaccine was safe and effective. Infants the world over
need never fear infantile paralysis. No more acute anterior atrophy
or permanent deformities. Thanks to Dr. Salk, poliomyelitis could be
expunged. From within the ranks of his friends and admirers, I’m
sure there are many of you who have a Dr. Salk story. Here’s mine:

I was a junior at Virginia State University the year of the announce-
ment in 1955. Upon returning home that summer, I washed pots 
and pans at Kaufmann’s department store. I did a two-year hitch as
a sandhog, building sewage tunnels underneath the river. In 1958,
one of Dr. Salk’s lab workers, Rudy Riley, introduced me to Dr. Salk.
I was hired, and my initial job was as a glass and bottle washer.
Later I was promoted and put into a lab counting blood cells. At
Westinghouse High School, one of the long-distance swimmers had
his right leg permanently deformed due to polio. I was aware of the
dreaded disease. After the cure, I was grateful that the smiles on my
children’s faces would never be interrupted by the onset of polio.

During this time, I spent my evenings 
at Richard Baugh’s house. He

was a friend, a musician,
a songwriter. We

would spend
hours

rehearsing Richard’s songs. Afterwards, we
would attack the fake book, which contained
1,500 melodies, lyrics, and their corresponding
chords. I had a two-week vacation coming
up, so Richard planned for us to go to New
York, where I would sing his songs for the
publishers. Everyone else was submitting
demo tapes. We thought a live performance
just might give us an edge. We had no luck
penetrating the stone walls of the secretaries
and receptionists until our last day in New
York. Our funds had run out, and we were
up against it. Inside the glass door of
Paxton Music Co., an angel named Frances,
disguised as a receptionist, acknowledged
she was from Pennsylvania also. She got the
publishers to listen to Richard’s songs.

We returned to Pittsburgh. We met and
rehashed our hectic days in the Big Apple.

Two weeks later, the publishers called for
me to return to New York and sign 

a record contract. I was elated
and confused—and a bit

intimidated by the
fast-paced and

fast-talking 
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Young pioneers

In February 1954, thousands of students in the 

Pittsburgh Public Schools were inoculated in the early 

pilot trials of the Salk vaccine. In March, several thousand

students in the parochial schools of the Catholic Diocese of 

Pittsburgh also participated in the pilot trials. Pittsburgh-area students in private and suburban schools also participated. 

(Salk later reported that some 15,000 volunteers, mostly children, had participated in pilot studies that preceded the national trial, including

7,500 children given vaccine lots later used in the national trial.) These prepolio pioneers, who helped test the vaccine prior to the national 

trial involving 1.8 million children, were honored at the Pitt community celebration. Patricia Crawford, director of communications and marketing, 

represented the Pittsburgh Public Schools. Robert Paserba, superintendent of schools for the Catholic Diocese, represented the diocesan schools.

After working as a technician in Salk’s Pitt lab, 
Adam Wade went on to become a best-selling
recording artist, the first Black host of a U.S. 
television game show, and a TV and film actor. 
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New Yorkers. I made an appointment to see
Dr. Salk. He listened and then suggested
that I take full advantage of this opportunity.
He reassured me that if it did not work out, 
I could return and have my job waiting for
me. He also warned me that if I chose not to
pursue this opportunity, I might wonder for
the rest of my life: “What if …”

That was in 1959. The man, the announce-
ment, the cure, his humanity—all influenced
and changed the direction of my life and
my family’s life. My daughter, Patrice, as 
a young child with her friends were all 
candidates for polio, but thanks to the Salk
vaccine, they did not contract the disease.
That same daughter, who is now Patrice
Johnson, is representing me tonight. She is 
a mother. She is a graduate of the University
of Pittsburgh, where she earned a Bachelor
of Arts degree in English writing and a
Master of Education degree in psychology in
education. She is an assistant principal at the
City Charter High School in Pittsburgh. She 
is an author. I am so very proud of her.

JOHN TROAN
As a young reporter
for the Pittsburgh
Press, John Troan,
who later served as
the newspaper’s 
editor, chronicled
major steps in the
development of the

Salk polio vaccine, including the April 12,
1955, announcement of its success, which
ran under the headline, “Polio Is Conquered.”
He later recalled it as the “most satisfying
headline of my reportorial career.” In his
career memoir, Passport to Adventure, Troan

recounted that, in search of a good story one day, he was encouraged
to talk to “that young whiz … brought in from Michigan to set up 
a virus research lab.” Thus began his dealings with Jonas Salk, who
was still working on an experimental flu vaccine at the time. Salk’s
focus soon changed to polio, and the news story that unfolded
turned out to be one of the best that any reporter could ever hope 
to cover.

TED SHAFFER
In the fall of 1954, Ted Shaffer was a freshman
at the University of Pittsburgh and accepted
an offer extended to all Pitt students to receive
the Salk polio vaccine. After getting written
permission from his parents, who were
thrilled at the opportunity, Shaffer received
the vaccine from Dr. Jonas Salk in the
Commons Room of the Cathedral of Learning.

Growing up in New Kensington, Pa., Shaffer knew a girl in elemen-
tary school who died from polio and a boy who wore leg braces all
the way through high school. Shaffer’s parents sent him and his two
brothers to live with their grandparents in Williamsport, Pa.—nearly
200 miles away—in an attempt to shelter the children from the 
disease. “Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine that I would 
be participating in the vaccination of children some 50 years later,”
Shaffer says. In February, he and his wife, Pat, traveled to India with
Rotary International to assist with National Immunization Days in
the Delhi region. The Rotarians traveled throughout the region to
show support for the polio vaccinations and to display pictures of
their children to dissuade people from believing that the vaccine
causes sterility. Children they encountered knew to offer their left
pinky finger when approached, as this was the area marked when
they received the vaccine. The marking was necessary to prevent the
children from being double-vaccinated. Through
his outreach, Shaffer has come full circle in
the fight against polio.
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Special Guest Speakers

Tenley E. Albright, MD 
Tenley Albright, a Boston surgeon 
and gold-medal winner in figure 
skating in the 1956 Olympics, is the
recipient of a Research America
Advocacy Award for her work to
advance medical and healthcare research.
She has been involved in international 
efforts to eradicate polio. Albright shared her
recollections of having had polio as a child 
and of its long-reaching effects on her life and
profession. She said that with this opportunity
to open up and talk with other people who
had had polio, she found a common theme
of a sense of determination and of self-
sufficiency. Albright painted a vivid 
picture of the day she was first stricken
with the symptoms of polio and of how her father, also
a surgeon, instantly had her admitted to the hospital. Then, 
as was the case with all such polio patients, the little 11-year-old 
girl was separated from her parents and surrounded by strangers.
Albright recounted:

I think we all remember what it was like being taken into isolation,
put in a very bare room. Then I was told I would have a lumbar
puncture, and to explain it to me they showed me the needle. They
thought that would be helpful. But that needle, I thought, was THIS
big, and nobody ever said they were not going to put it all the way

in. I remember being on my side as they
were preparing to do it and seeing near the
door a semicircle of what I realize now were
house officers, men in their white coats.
And I was very frightened, not knowing
what was going to go on, and things began
to hurt. I said, “Could somebody please
hold my hand?” There was silence. Nobody
moved. Years later, I realized they thought
they’d get it. It was a little bit like HIV
when it was first talked about, when we
didn’t know how it was spread. Then I
noticed that those men standing at the door
weren’t moving, but their eyes were moving
back and forth. The one, second from the
right, stepped forward and held my hand. 
It made such a difference to know that
somebody understood how much it hurt
and I could really squeeze hard. I wish I
could thank him. That experience made me
never, never, never do any surgical proce-
dure or medical procedure without having
somebody hold the patient’s hand.

We have come a long way … but it is hard
to revisit the fear, the unknown, the stigma,
and the horror of the iron lung—although 
it was a wonderful invention. It is great to 
celebrate Dr. Salk and all his colleagues and
to think about the courage the nurses and
caregivers had in being willing to take care
of us, to go into an infectious disease hospi-
tal not knowing how something was trans-
mitted and be willing to take care of us. I
also want to thank the Rotary International
for earmarking so many, many millions of
dollars to eradicate polio. Thank you all 
for what you have done. When I took my
children to have their vaccinations I didn’t
understand all the things you have done.
And I’m so grateful.

Tenley Albright, who has been involved in international efforts to eradicate polio, addresses
the audience of fellow polio pioneers during Pitt’s April 10 community celebration. 

The keepsake Polio Pioneer buttons handed out 
during the Pitt community celebration were adapted
from the buttons originally produced by the National

Foundation for Infantile Paralysis in 1954 for participants
in the nationwide clinical trials of the polio vaccine.

Despite a childhood bout with polio, Tenley Albright went on to become a champion 
figure skater and, in the 1956 Olympics, the first American woman to win a gold medal 
in her sport. She is pictured here skating at the Boston Skating Club on November 8, 1955.
Albright is now a Boston surgeon and blood plasma researcher. (Photo courtesy Boston
University Photo Services)
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Chancellor Nordenberg’s Introduction 
of Peter L. Salk, MD

As a child, Peter Salk and his two younger
brothers, Darrell and Jonathan, as well as
their mother and father, were among the
earliest people to be injected with the polio
vaccine. That is how confident Dr. Salk was
in the safety and effectiveness of the vaccine
that had been developed here.

Five years ago, I had the chance to talk to
Darrell and Jonathan about the days of their
youth here in Pittsburgh. That included
their time as students at the Falk School, the
University’s laboratory school, as well as
time in their father’s labs. I look forward 
to making the same kind of more personal
connection with Peter over the course of 
the next few days.

This afternoon, though, let me provide you
with a more professional introduction. Peter
Salk graduated from Harvard, where he
was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, in 1965. He,
then, followed his father—first into medicine,
graduating from the Johns Hopkins School
of Medicine, and, later, into a career in 
biomedical research.

At an earlier point in his career, he served 
as executive vice president of the Westbridge
Research Group, where his work focused on
the use of naturally derived plant growth
factors in agriculture. Today, Peter serves as
vice president and scientific director of the
Jonas Salk Foundation—where, for nearly 
15 years, he has been engaged in research
relating to the development of vaccines for
use in the treatment and prevention of 
HIV infection and AIDS. Please join me in
welcoming Dr. Peter Salk back to Pittsburgh.

Peter L. Salk, MD
It is a pleasure to be back here and 
to be part of this historic occasion,
looking back over the years to a time
in which, with a single stroke, the
world went from a state of fear to a
state of relief. It has been very moving
to recognize the personal effects this
disease had on the lives of so many
and the personal contributions made
by so many people here today and
[those] not here today.

I want to recognize a special team of people that worked to make
this vaccine a reality. First, I have to thank John Troan. Seeing the
slides [of Pittsburgh Press articles] up on the screen, it is no secret
why my father trusted [Troan] so much as a journalist. Those head-
lines and articles had it right: This was a Pitt vaccine. That was
something my father cared very deeply about. It was clear that the
world wanted a hero, wanted a single person to be associated with
something as momentous as this. But this was the work of the Pitt
team: Dr. Juli Youngner, Byron Bennett, Jim Lewis, Val Bazeley, the
people in the laboratory, Ethel Bailey, Martha Albert—all part of 
that team. Everyone pulling together, contributing their skills, their
expertise, their absolute devotion to get this job done and get it 
done quickly. … These people deserve such tremendous praise 
and thanks; so let me please thank you for what you did.

More than that, Stacy got it right at the beginning when he referred
to this as the Pittsburgh vaccine—because it wasn’t only this one
team of people working so hard. The entire community came
together to make this a reality. All of those people who stepped 
forward, willingly or not, to take part in the field trials—in the tests
that were done only here in Pittsburgh at the very beginning at the
Watson Home or in the schools—all of you are also heroes. The city
[can] be proud that collectively this great accomplishment took
place. To you also, and this entire city—Thanks!

It was more than Pittsburgh. This was a national effort. The National
Foundation for Infantile Paralysis, now the March of Dimes, did an
unbelievable job organizing campaigns to combat this disease. [It]

conducted fundraising efforts, gathered the resources, and had the
intelligence to focus these financial resources in a way that would
bring an end to the fear that was so prevalent. So, it was everyone 
in this country: all of those people in the movie theaters, when the
collections were made before the film would start; the families; the
people who would come to the door during the Mothers’ Marches 
to gather money. This is something that we, as a nation, can cele-
brate as a national accomplishment.

The contributions of my father, as Dr. Youngner said in a recent inter-
view, included fighting some of the battles that needed to be fought
to get this project moving forward. And it was the contribution of
my father to have the vision of what needed to be done—all the
steps, all the pieces of the puzzle that needed to be solved and put
back together. [And his contribution was] to have the courage to
carry this forward against what, at times, was strong opposition.
And to have the vision, the necessity, to be driven always by work-
ing in a municipal hospital just a couple of floors below where the
people who were infected by polio [were]. There was never a
moment in which the real-life importance of this project wasn’t pres-
ent on his mind. So, the drive against opposition initially to move
into clinical studies, to go ahead with the tests in the children at the
Watson Home, to move into the schools, and then to undertake this
massive program, the field trials conducted by Dr. Thomas Francis
on 1.8 million children—it took extraordinary courage on the indi-
vidual’s part, it took extraordinary courage on everyone’s part, to
move ahead at the pace at which it was done.

I wanted to say that if my father were here
today amongst everyone, he would be so
grateful for the opportunity he had here to
work with the field team, researchers, and
all of those others in the laboratory and to
feel a sense of pride and accomplishment
that together this disease was conquered.
But he would also be looking forward now
that—with the efforts of the World Health
Organization, Rotary International, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
[CDC], and UNICEF [United Nations
Children’s Fund]—we are on the verge of
eliminating this virus from the face of the
earth. A remarkable potential accomplish-
ment, which could be realized within a
short period of time.

I think he would also reflect on what really
was at the heart of all this, which was a 
collective gathering of energy, skill,
resources, and focus that in a space of 
50 years has moved us from a state of help-
lessness to a state of being on the verge of
eradicating this disease forever. I think he
would look ahead and say: What are the
problems we are faced with now as a 
society, as a country, as a world? What other
problems can we deal with in a similar 
fashion, by focusing our effort, by working
together, by collaborating, by having the
courage to put our resources and our
desires in a direction we can identify? 
What are the real causes of the fears we
have today? What can we do collectively 
to overcome them?

This has been a remarkable accomplishment
on the part of so many people. I’m grateful
for the present time together and for the
opportunity to look ahead at ways in which
we may all contribute more to help make
this world a better place.
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Peter Salk receives a polio shot from his father as his mother, Donna Salk, sits beside him. 
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Mickey Rooney

What in the world, you might ask, does
film/TV/stage icon Mickey Rooney have to
do with polio? Plenty, what with Rooney’s
longtime status as a celebrity March of
Dimes volunteer, including appearances at
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidential
Birthday Balls, which raised money for the
March of Dimes. (FDR had created the
National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis,
which later became the March of Dimes.)

Rooney and Judy Garland made a 1940 film
short in which they appealed to Americans
to support polio research by contributing
their dimes. Other stars, including Indiana,
Pa.-born Jimmy Stewart, did the same, and
these shorts were shown in movie theaters
before features; only after ushers collected
donations from the audience would the 

movie begin. In the 1950 film The Fireball 
(with Marilyn Monroe and Pat O’Brien), Rooney
played an orphan who found fame in the
then-popular sport of roller skating, only
to be stricken with polio at the height of
his character’s popularity—and arro-
gance. This past January, Rooney joined
the Salk polio vaccine 50th anniversary
celebration at the FDR Presidential Library
and Museum in Hyde Park, N.Y., where he
explained why he has campaigned for this
cause so hard and so long: “Polio was
everyone’s disease,” he said.
Stage/TV/film singer and actress Jan
Rooney also is a songwriter who has
made numerous recordings, and she
shares a star with her husband, Mickey
Rooney, on the Hollywood Walk 
of Fame for live entertain-
ment. The Rooneys are 
currently touring with their
hit show, “Let’s Put On 
A Show!”

Following are excerpts from Mickey Rooney’s remarks, which 
concluded the Pitt community celebration program.

Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. The program has been long, 
and I’m very short. So, we are not going to take up too much 
of your time. 

Did you notice the great things that Dr. [Peter] Salk said [this 
afternoon]? Did you stop and think how many people were
involved, the hundreds of people that contributed to the great 
Salk vaccine?

Little do we know how much we seem to take life for granted—
“Oh, that will never happen to me.” Well, one of my sons had polio,
so I speak from experience. …

You know I was honored at the White House; President Roosevelt
invited me to come. And President Roosevelt told me how impor-
tant it [the March of Dimes fundraising work we were doing] was. 
I used to see him when his sons would take him and hold him
[when he’d come] to the microphone and say, “My friends.”

There was a time in my life when I made 360 pictures. It is a record.
Hollywood wouldn’t have been there without a man I did on the
screen, Tom Edison. He is responsible for the [phonograph], motion
pictures, and don’t forget the [electric] light [bulb]. But he didn’t do
it alone. There were 50 people helping Dr. Salk to discover these
wonderful things [the polio vaccine]. So, one person in life doesn’t
do it all. You need a team. … And may we always think of the
importance of the help he [Jonas Salk] gave to these wonderful 
people [pointing to the polio pioneers in the audience]. My wife 
Jan and I are very proud [of our] part [in] this great fight for the
March of Dimes.

Mickey and Jan Rooney then performed “Have 
a Heart,” a song Mickey Rooney coauthored 
and which, he reported, Franklin D. Roosevelt
“liked very much” and Irving Berlin published.
Written for use by the March of Dimes, the song
ended with the words, “This is the time to have
a heart and give your dime.” The Rooneys were
accompanied by pianist Andrej Savol, a junior
in the University of Pittsburgh’s School of 
Arts and Sciences majoring in mathematics 
and music.

As part of the celebration, music from the 
late ’40s and ’50s also was provided by the
University of Pittsburgh Alumni Band, under
the direction of Jack Anderson.
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Actor Mickey Rooney, pictured here in this publicity photo
circa 1941, used his fame to help support polio research. 

Mickey and Jan Rooney acknowledge the applause of the
audience following their performance at the conclusion 
of the community celebration program. 
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This frame enlargement is from a 1940 March of Dimes promotional 
short, shown during the Pitt community celebration, starring 
Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney. 
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FDR and the Victorious Drive
to Vanquish Polio

In 1926, five years after he had contracted
polio and lost the use of both of his legs,
Franklin Delano Roosevelt had fallen in
love with the buoyant waters of a Georgia
resort called Warm Springs and announced
to his stunned family that he had decided 
to buy it and turn it into a center for the
hydrotherapeutic treatment of those 
disabled by polio. Shortly thereafter, FDR
established the Georgia Warm Springs
Foundation, a not-for-profit foundation
devoted to this work. FDR invested nearly
$200,000 in the foundation (roughly two-
thirds of his private fortune), and for the
next two years he would serve as its direc-
tor and unofficial physiotherapist. To the
growing numbers of patients who began 
to arrive at the center, he became the affable
and sympathetic “Dr. Roosevelt”—a role 
in which he took great pleasure.

Even after he re-entered politics
by running for and winning
both the governorship of New
York (in 1928 and 1930) and
then the U.S. presidency (for an
unprecedented four terms, from
the election of 1932 through
that of 1944), FDR never ceased
searching for methods to raise
money to underwrite rehabili-
tation for those struck down 
by polio and fund research to
eliminate the disease once and

for all. These fundraising initiatives were ratcheted up into high
gear once FDR entered the White House.

In late 1933, Keith Morgan—who had been hired as a fundraiser by
close FDR friend and then-treasurer of the Georgia Warm Springs
Foundation Basil O’Connor—turned in desperation to pioneering
public relations guru Carl Byoir when contributions to the founda-
tion dried up in the wake of the Wall Street crash. Byoir suggested—
and Morgan got FDR to agree to—the organization of the first of 
12 fundraising presidential Birthday Balls that would take place
throughout the nation on January 30, FDR’s birthday. The inaugural
Birthday Ball for the president was announced in The New York Times
on December 14, 1933, with an article listing the stellar members of
the effort’s national committee and a glowing editorial that ended by
saying, “All must hope that this plan … will be carried out enthusi-
astically and triumphantly.” The committee members spanned the
political and societal spectrum, from Vincent Astor, Walter P. Chrysler,
Harvey Firestone, Edsel Ford, Will Hays, and Cornelius Vanderbilt
Whitney to Bernard Baruch, Patrick Cardinal Hayes, New York
Governor Herbert H. Lehman, Henry Morgenthau, William S. Paley,
General John J. Pershing, and Will Rogers. In the end, some 5,600
U.S. communities threw parties on January 30, 1934; the nation 
listened to an hour-long radio broadcast devoted to the event; and, 
in the depths of the Depression, more than $1 million was raised.

Throughout the years, a virtual who’s who of the American enter-
tainment industry took part in the Birthday Balls, among them
Lucille Ball, Wallace Beery, Ralph Bellamy, Deanna Durbin, Errol
Flynn, Janet Gaynor, Benny Goodman, Pitt alumnus Gene Kelly,

Dorothy Lamour, Fredric March, Lauritz Melchior, Margaret
O’Brien, Maureen O’Hara, Mary Pickford, Eleanor Powell, Rosalind
Russell, Red Skelton, and, of course, Mickey Rooney.

In September 1937, with 
revenues from the birthday balls
gradually declining, FDR
announced the establishment 
of the nonpartisan National
Foundation for Infantile
Paralysis (NFIP), with Basil
O’Connor as its director, to 
continue the war against polio.
Shirley Temple lent her support,
via a January 1938 nationally
syndicated half-page newspaper
comic strip advertisement, to
ask readers to “become
founders in the great new
National Foundation for
Infantile Paralysis” by sending
in dollars to Keith Morgan in his
role as chairman of the Birthday
Ball national committee. 

Armed with
Eddie Cantor’s
ingenious idea for
a campaign name and
method (see Eddie Cantor story on page 16),
NFIP had in the March of Dimes the first
successful partnership between public volun-
teers and scientists organized in a drive to
find a cure for a devastating disease. The
March of Dimes raised funds to provide 
better medical care and treatment facilities
for polio sufferers throughout the nation.
Most significantly, through the work of a
myriad of ordinary Americans inspired by
Roosevelt’s initiative, the March of Dimes
provided the millions of dollars needed to
fund the long, difficult, and ultimately 
successful search for a polio vaccine.

When the announcement came that the
polio vaccine developed by the University
of Pittsburgh research team was “safe, effec-
tive, and potent,” it was no accident that it
occurred on April 12, 1955, the 10th anniver-
sary of FDR’s death. FDR’s leadership in the
establishment of the Georgia Warm Springs
Foundation, the National Foundation for
Infantile Paralysis, and the March of Dimes
had finally triumphed over the disease that
he himself had struggled with for more than

half his adult life.
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt in his wheelchair on the
veranda of his Hill Top Cottage retreat, Hyde Park, N.Y., 
with his Scottish terrier, Fala, and 5-year-old Ruthie Bie,
granddaughter of Christian Bie, the cottage’s caretaker 
(1941 photograph by Margaret Suckley). 

Eleanor Roosevelt cuts President Roosevelt’s
birthday cake at the January 30, 1942, polio
fundraising presidential Birthday Ball in
Washington, D.C. Screen stars, from left,
Dorothy Lamour, Rosalind Russell, Carol Bruce,
and Michele Morgan wait for their share.

shirley temple 

joins the fight 

against polio

Shirley Temple lent her name 

and image to the initial fundraising 

campaign of the newly established National 

Foundation for Infantile Paralysis in late 1937. 

The child star appeared in this public service comic strip that the Committee for the Celebration 

of the President’s Birthday sent out to all Hearst newspapers with the request that it be used on or 

before January 15, 1938, as a half-page philanthropic appeal to readers. “Please, folks, let’s all do our bit 

and make President Roosevelt really proud of the way we’ve celebrated his birthday,” Temple pleads in the ad’s tag

message, urging readers to send in at least a dollar to committee chairman Keith Morgan to become a foundation

founder. “[Y]ou’ll get a beautiful Founder’s certificate to hang on your wall exactly like the one in the White House,”

she promised, adding, “The President is Founder No. 1.”

Remembering Polio: 
The Fight Against Polio Revisited

Historical Vignettes
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Jonas Salk, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Basil
O’Connor greet each other at the dedication
of the Infantile Paralysis Hall of Fame in Warm
Springs, Ga., on January 2, 1958. Behind
them are busts of, from left, John Enders, 
a polio researcher and future Nobel Laureate;
Salk; Franklin D. Roosevelt; and Thomas
Francis Jr., Salk’s former mentor and director
of the 1954 polio vaccine national field trials.



Eddie Cantor and the March of Dimes

Comedian, singer, actor, best-selling record-
ing artist, author, and songwriter Eddie
Cantor (1892–1964)—who earned the sobri-
quet “All-time great entertainer” in The
Complete Encyclopedia of Popular Music and
Jazz, 1900–1950 (Arlington House, 1974)—
was also a beloved humanitarian. He
appeared as a child performer in amateur
contests, rose quickly to the front rank of
vaudevillians, became a headliner in several
editions of the Ziegfeld Follies (from 1917 to
1927), and achieved superstardom in 1920s
Broadway musicals, on radio (1920s to early
1960s), in movies (mid-1920s to the early
1950s), and, in the 1950s, on television.

Renowned for his many civic and charitable works, Cantor played 
a pivotal role in creating the campaign war chest that ended up
funding the Pitt team’s polio vaccine research. In a recent letter 
to the University, reproduced above, Cantor daughter Janet Gari, 
a noted composer and lyricist in her own right, shares the story 
of Eddie Cantor, FDR, and the birth of the March of Dimes.

In 1963, to celebrate the 25th anniversary of Cantor’s fateful 1938
meeting with FDR that resulted in the triumphant March of Dimes
fundraising campaign, FDR son James Roosevelt, then a congress-
man, addressed the U.S. House of Representatives in what turned
out to be his unsuccessful attempt to have Congress authorize the
issuance of a gold medal in recognition of the “outstanding humani-
tarian service” of Cantor, who was then in failing health and would
die the following year.
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Janet Gari, a daughter of entertainer Eddie Cantor, shares the story of the birth 
of the March of Dimes in the above letter. Cantor played a key role in the 
organization’s establishment.

Eleanor Roosevelt and Eddie Cantor, May 1950

Eddie Cantor talking into NBC microphone during his early years on radio 
(undated photograph)
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raising funds, 

lifting spirits

The March of Dimes was the fundraising arm of the 

National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis. The foundation was 

created by President Franklin D. Roosevelt—who was himself paralyzed 

from the waist down by polio. The goal of the March of Dimes was to 

improve treatment of polio and support research on its prevention: Jonas Salk 

became a grantee beginning in 1948. The March of Dimes went on to set new records 

in health-related fundraising and today remains committed to fighting birth defects worldwide. 

Scott Berns, vice president of chapter programs, and Robert Lucas, vice president of corporate 

relations, represented the March of Dimes at Pitt’s celebration.

“Now on the Silver Anniversary of the MARCH 
OF DIMES, polio has been virtually eradicated as 
a public health problem,” Roosevelt stated in his
remarks. “Since the introduction of the Salk 
vaccine in 1955 the number of persons struck 
down by polio has been reduced by 97%. …

“All through the years Mr. Cantor has helped to
raise funds for the MARCH OF DIMES. How large
a part his efforts have played in the achievements
of the National Foundation cannot even be meas-
ured. ... But perhaps his feeling about his giving 
of his time, talent and energy can best be summed
up in something he once wrote:

‘I have learned that service is the rent we pay for our
room on earth, and I try to be a good tenant. I have
learned that he who believes that charity begins at
home is right, but he is wrong if it ends there.’ ”

In 1964, Cantor received a Presidential Commenda-
tion from President Lyndon B. Johnson for his

devotion to “humanitarian causes
of every description.”



Recollections of the Salk 
Vaccine Announcement 

By Dennis Cohen

Every journalist loves a scoop. It is especially
exciting when you are 8 years old and your
scoop has great significance for children. 
On April 12, 1955, my colleagues and I on
Small Talk, our neighborhood newspaper,
were the first in Detroit, and perhaps the
first in Michigan, to publish news about the
success of the Salk vaccine.

We had compiled copy for the April edition
of our paper the previous week. But when
our parents told us there would be an
announcement about the Salk vaccine, we
quickly cleared a space at the top of the
front page for the news.

On the morning of April 12, we listened 
to the announcement on the radio, taking
careful notes. (We were home at that hour
because we were on spring vacation from
school.) With some adult help, we wrote a
brief article about the breakthrough, typed 

it on the hectograph carbon that was part of the process of printing
the paper, and did a large press run—50 copies. We had Small Talk,
with this important news, on the street within an hour. We knew that
the city’s afternoon papers would not go on sale for several hours.

For the first time in the history of Small Talk, we were able to call 
out “read it first here—Salk vaccine prevents polio,” as we marched
through our neighborhood selling our paper. As we brought Small
Talk to the homes of our regular subscribers, we realized that some
of the adults had not heard the announcement. It was exciting to be
able to bring them our own brief account of the breakthrough.

The April 1955 edition of our paper was not Small Talk’s first connec-
tion with polio. When we founded our newspaper early in 1955, we
decided to donate all proceeds to the March of Dimes to help fight
polio. From 1955 to 1957, we collected two cents per issue from each
reader and five cents from each advertiser, earning as much as $20 per
year for the March of Dimes. One of the times we presented a dona-
tion, a major Detroit daily sent a photographer to cover the event.

The 1955 Pitt Panthers Promote Polio Vaccine,
Integrate Sugar Bowl

On January 2, 1956, more than 80,000 people packed the Sugar Bowl
in New Orleans to watch the Pitt Panthers play the Georgia Tech
Yellow Jackets. It marked the end of a landmark year for the
University of Pittsburgh—and not just on the gridiron. In April,
nearly the entire world had celebrated the news that a vaccine
against polio developed at Pitt by Jonas Salk and his research 
team had been declared “safe, effective, and potent.” Around
Thanksgiving, members of the football team were vaccinated in a
high-profile publicity campaign to assure the public of the safety of
the Salk vaccine. The local press came to snap photos of the young
athletes. “You’d be surprised how many of those big guys were
scared of needles,” recalls fullback Ralph Jelic, pictured before
receiving his shot. Jelic adds that he and his former teammates were
proud to help promote the vaccine. Panther fullback Bobby Grier
says of the players’ historic role in the vaccination program: “We
were pleased to show the city—the whole country—that our players,
with so much on the line, were not afraid. The vaccine was great for
the city and the country, and we were proud to be part of it.”

Pitt and the 1956 Sugar Bowl team had
already made history before a down was
played. The governor of Georgia protested
when he learned that Grier, an African
American, would be playing against the
Georgia Tech team in that bowl. Acting Pitt
Chancellor Charles B. Nutting issued a
statement making it perfectly clear that the
University would not prevent Grier from
playing in the game because of his race and
that he would, indeed, be with his team-
mates in New Orleans. “The policy of the
University is that all students eligible …
may participate in intercollegiate contests,”
Nutting said in his statement. Grier said
recently, “It was wonderful that the school
stood up to them and put everything on the
line. Back then there were very few bowls—
only five or six—so it was a great honor to
be invited. I’m so grateful to the school, and
especially proud that the players all stood
up for me. I’ve often wondered over the
years how many other schools would have
taken the stand Pitt did. When Chancellor
Nutting made that statement, that was a
great moment.” The full team went to New
Orleans. So the 2005–06 football season
marks the 50th anniversary of Pitt integrating
the previously segregated Sugar Bowl. 
And more history was made when, during
the halftime show, the Pitt marching band
played the traditional fight song and
marched onto the field to spell out SALK
for everyone to see.
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Pictured here presenting the proceeds from their neighborhood newspaper Small Talk
to the March of Dimes’ Ed Hare are the newspaper’s staff, from left, Ina Cohen 
(Dennis’ 5-year-old sister), Anita Gould, Henry Averbuch, Dennis Cohen, Barry
Feigenbaum, and Richard Fineberg. A cropped version of this photo was published 
in the January 28, 1957, Detroit Times.

Dennis Cohen—a freelance writer and children’s book author living in Los Angeles, Calif.—was the enterprising 8-year-old editor of his own 
monthly mimeographed newspaper in northwest Detroit when news of the Pitt team’s polio vaccine broke on April 12, 1955. Here is his account 
of his activities on that historic day.

Teammates show Bobby Grier (center) what they think of Georgia Governor Marvin
Griffin’s threat to block Georgia Tech from playing in the Sugar Bowl on January 2, 1956,
if the University of Pittsburgh’s Negro player is part of the Panther team. Gathered
around Grier from the left are: Bob Kiesel, end; Nick Carr, guard; Jim McCuskar, tackle;
and Don Agafon, tackle (original caption for December 4, 1955, photograph). Around
Thanksgiving 1955, team members lined up for their polio shots. 

Members of the 1955–56 Panther football team receive
polio vaccinations from physician F.L. Fontana in
November 1955. Halfback Ray DiPasquale (center) gets
his shot while his teammates watch. Waiting their turns
are, from left, Herm Canil, tackle; Ralph Jelic, fullback;
Ed Humeston, end; and Dick Bowen, quarterback.
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The feature article on pages 20-22 is reprinted from PittMed magazine, August 2005 issue.

AMONG MY SOUVENIRS: 
A SCRAPBOOK OF POLIO
PIONEERS’ MEMORIES

By Elaine Vitone

As the heat set in, parents told their children to avoid crowds  in the
summer of 1954. No trips to Kennywood. No afternoons at the pool.
Wash the fruit good, they said. It’s polio season.

Newscasts and March of Dimes telethons brought images of 
children with crutches, canes, braces, or wheelchairs or encased
from the neck down in monstrous, negative-pressure ventilators
known as iron lungs. 

When letters and permission slips from Jonas Salk arrived in the mail
during the school year, parents worried; they argued at the dinner
table. This new vaccine, this clinical trial, was it safe enough for their
children? The Sunday before the testing began, nationally syndicated
gossip columnist Walter Winchell reported that the Salk vaccine
might actually kill them, and fear tightened its grip. Perhaps it was
the thought of another generation in this stranglehold that convinced
parents to sign those permission slips.

As part of this year’s 50th anniversary celebration of the Salk vaccine
developed at the University of Pittsburgh, Pitt invited those who had
participated in the clinical trials or wrestled with the disease firsthand
to share their memories. Hundreds responded. Soon to become part of
the University’s archives, their accounts tell the story of how ordinary
people helped win the struggle against one of the most crippling 
diseases in history. 

In 1946, Diana Ney started her first job out of school as a nurse at
Municipal Hospital in Oakland. She worked to the mechanized
rhythms of ventilators in the otherwise quiet of night. She could hear
them all the way down at the nurses’ station.

Nurses at Municipal were required to wear short sleeves, short hair,
and short, unpolished nails. In this place where Ney’s lifetime devo-
tion to cleanliness began, she was unnerved to see the occasional
mouse near the autopsy room, which Salk’s team used as an animal
lab. Tiny, white-furred mounds scooted along the halls dragging 
paralyzed hind limbs behind.

Ney learned to handle polio patients by
their joints, mindful of the tender muscle
bellies, and to watch patients closely
through their acute phases, knowing the
quicker the progression of symptoms, the
bleaker the prognosis. Patients arrived with
fevers and stiff necks, their hamstring 
muscles tightening as the disease began to
take its toll. Children cried for their families,
and young adults who’d been in their prime
just months before struggled for the strength
to clench their fists in frustration. Some
patients depended on the staff for every-
thing, right down to scratching their noses.
Ney and her team brought the outside world
to those confined to the hospital walls, 
reading newspapers and playing Oklahoma!
and South Pacific records to pass the time. 

Some patients are as vivid to her now as they
were 50 years ago, patients like the school-
teacher who used to summon Ney down the
hall over and over through the night shift—
a ploy to keep herself awake. The teacher
feared that she would stop breathing if she
fell asleep in bed. She’d only let herself sleep
in the iron lung. And patients like the G.I.
who survived a war only to fall as a casualty
of polio. That soldier’s favorite record still
turns in Ney’s mind: “There’s nothing left for
me of days that used to be. I live in memory
among my souvenirs.”

In addition to many community members who were “polio pioneers,” the Pitt School of Medicine’s Class of ’53 took part in tests of the
vaccine. Clockwise from top: Jonas Salk draws blood from Marie Adele Reagan. Melvin Cohen applies the needle to Henry Mankin, as
shown in two photos. Robert Milligan watches Michael Miklos work on the arm of James Medley. Marshall Levy bends to inspect blood
sample tubes with Salk. Charles Adams draws blood from David McAninch (photos circa 1952).
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John Brown was 6 years
old when the red-and-
white quarantine sign
was nailed to his front
door in the summer of 1952. He still remem-
bers crying on the front lawn of their Penn
Hills home as his parents took 1-year-old
brother Jimmy to Municipal. Two weeks
later they took John, too, but at first, the
boys were not allowed to see each other. 
For months, they couldn’t see their parents,
either, as clergy were the only visitors 
permitted in the wards. In a room full of
other sick children, John felt alone.

Today, if you mention Mrs. Moore—the 
sweet lady who sneaked in popsicles for the
children, called them her precious babies, 
and told them that their parents loved them
all very much—John Brown’s voice trembles.
“She is still the nearest thing to an angel I’ll
ever know,” he says.

One day, people dressed in white put John 
in a bathtub full of water so hot that it hurt.
When they dried him off, they dressed him
in flannel pajamas to move him to a new
room. They wheeled John’s bed down the
hall and parked him next his brother.
“Bubba, Bubba,” Jimmy said, over and over,
and the two stretched their arms out toward
each other, reaching, reaching, reaching.
Even now, the feel of flannel is still a warm,
visceral comfort to John.

Summer passed, fall came, and the boys
remained together in that room. Through the
window they could see the massive wall of
Pitt Stadium outside. On game days, they
heard the bands play and could even see the
blue-and-gold uniformed football players
pass on the sidewalk below. Years later, they

learned that their father
stood on that same side-
walk for hours looking up
at their room. With Dad on
the street below, John in his
bed, and Jimmy in his crib,
they were a family again.

In designated schools across the nation, children lined up in alphabetical
order, rolled up their sleeves, and waited. It was hardest on the kids at
the end of the alphabet; fears mounted as they watched Salk’s team
administer vaccines and draw blood at the front of the line. The needles,
sterilized in flames and used again and again, became dull and weak,
sometimes breaking in the children’s arms. Crying was contagious.
Some trial participants still wince at the smell of rubbing alcohol. 

The April 12, 1955, announcement of the Salk vaccine’s success ended
polio’s reign of terror in the United States. In the years that followed,
the iron lung faded from public attention. The primary manufacturer
of the machines ceased production in 1970, and last year, the company
that maintained the few remaining iron lungs in the United States
announced that it would no longer provide spare parts for repairs.
Once so precious in medical wards that patients were triaged for their
use, iron lungs now number fewer than 40 across the country. Iron-lung
users have been forced to transition to positive-pressure ventilators,
which some find far less comfortable. Others have stayed with the old
standby because of emotional attachment. Perhaps after 50 years with
one machine, it would be difficult to fall asleep with another and learn
to trust that you won’t stop breathing.

Polio Timeline from Pitt Magazine, Spring 2005

1947
Dean William McEllroy of Pitt’s School of Medicine recruited Jonas Salk
from the University of Michigan to establish a virus research program.

1948
Isabel M. Morgan of Johns Hopkins University demonstrated that
chemically inactivated poliovirus from monkey spinal cords induced
immunity when injected into monkeys. This finding supported Salk’s
belief from his work with inactivated influenza vaccines that a killed-
virus vaccine might work.

1949
By the end of 1949, Salk had built laboratories in the basement of the
Municipal Hospital for Contagious Diseases (now Salk Hall) and
assembled his core research team, including Julius Youngner. Salk
secured grants for his work from the National Foundation for Infantile
Paralysis and the Sarah Mellon Scaife Foundation.

1951
The Pitt team used a new method created at Harvard University to
grow poliovirus. Youngner developed new methods for growing the
virus in culture. Using its own techniques, the team grew the virus in
large quantities and continued to focus on a killed-virus vaccine.

1952
The Pitt team confirmed that there were only three strains of disease-
producing poliovirus. The team began growing the virus at unprece-
dented levels. The team vaccinated monkeys using killed poliovirus.
The monkeys had no adverse side effects and showed high levels of
protective antibodies. After that success, Salk used the vaccine on 
children recovering from polio; the vaccine produced even higher levels
of antibodies against the virus. The worst polio epidemic in U.S. history
occurred during the summer of 1952, with 57,628 cases. The March of
Dimes’ effort to stop the disease became the largest private fundraising
campaign ever.

1953
After Salk and the other Pitt researchers inoc-
ulated themselves and their family members,
Salk began the first community-based pilot
trial of the vaccine in the Pittsburgh suburb 
of Sewickley. Nearly 700 children and adults
received the vaccine by year’s end. Youngner
developed a method to more efficiently 
measure antibody levels.

1954
Upon reviewing the results of the Salk team’s
pilot vaccination program involving thou-
sands of Pittsburgh schoolchildren, the
National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis
recommended a large-scale national trial. 
On April 26, the largest field trial in the 
history of medicine, involving 1.8 million 
children in 44 states, was launched.

1955
On April 12, based on the national field trial,
the killed poliovirus vaccine developed at the
University of Pittsburgh was declared “safe,
effective, and potent.”

Among the reminiscences
shared with Pitt were those
from (clockwise, from top)
Edward J. Smith, Linda
Emanuel, and Rose M. Parris.



When Jonas Salk died in June 1995 at the age of 80, he left as his legacy

not only the development of a vaccine against polio, one of the most

dreaded diseases of modern times, but also the establishment of an

institute designed to nurture scientific inquiry.

Born in New York City to Jewish-Russian immigrants, Salk earned his MD

degree at New York University School of Medicine in 1939 and then

served as a staff physician at Mount Sinai Hospital. From there he

moved to the University of Michigan as a research fellow and worked

with Thomas Francis jr. to develop at the behest of the U.S. Army an

influenza vaccine for use by the troops in World War II.

After being recruited to the University of Pittsburgh in 1947, he set 

up his laboratory in the basement of the Municipal Hospital for

Contagious Diseases, the building known today as Salk Hall. It was

there that Salk and his Pitt research team developed a killed-virus

vaccine using a mixture of the three strains of poliovirus.

An unprecedented nationwide clinical trial of the new vaccine began 

in 1954 and would see schoolchildren around the country roll up their

sleeves for mass inoculations. A year later, on April 12, 1955, when the

results of the trial were announced and the federal government

approved the vaccine for widespread public use, Newsweek reported: 

“It was a summit moment in history. None before it in the field of 

medicine ever received such dramatic affirmation, instant public 

comprehension, and official blessing.”

In 1963, Salk, by then an international figure, left Pittsburgh to devote

his full attention to the Salk Institute for Biological Studies, which

he had established a few years earlier in La Jolla, Calif., as a “crucible

for creativity” of scientists. His work there in his later years was

devoted to writing and more research, including efforts to develop 

an AIDS vaccine.
Jonas Salk examines a rack of rapid color tests for antibodies. 

jonas salk, leader of the pitt team
imagination and the courage to dare
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Jonas Salk (left) and Julius S. Youngner

Julius Youngner is rightly known as a pioneer in the science of virology.

He served as a key member of the core research team that developed the

Salk polio vaccine. His career since then has continued to yield scientific

originality and key advances in the field. While in the U.S. Army Corps of

Engineers during World War II, Youngner was assigned to the ultrasecret

Manhattan Project. From 1947 to 1949, he was a scientist officer in the U.S.

Public Health Service and worked at the National Cancer Institute. 

In 1949, he joined Jonas Salk at the University of Pittsburgh to fight the

threatening scourge of paralytic poliomyelitis. Youngner’s efforts

were responsible for establishing techniques to produce poliovirus on 

a large scale, and he helped develop the process for inactivating the

infectivity of the virus without destroying its activity as a vaccine. 

He also devised methodology for safety testing of vaccine batches,

including those used in the first field trial. A simple color test for

antipolio antibodies that was used to determine the efficacy of immu-

nization in human subjects was also the fruit of his efforts.

A native of New York City, Youngner received a bachelor’s degree from

New York University in 1939, followed by master’s (1941) and doctoral

degrees (1944) from the University of Michigan. From 1966 to 1985, he served

as professor and chair of the University of Pittsburgh School of

Medicine’s Department of Microbiology. From 1985 to 1989, he was professor

and chair of the Department of Microbiology, Biochemistry, and

Molecular Biology. He was named Distinguished Service Professor in 1989,

achieving emeritus status in 1991. The University recently awarded him 

an honorary Doctor of Public Service degree. Youngner chairs the

Ethics Committee of the American Society of Microbiology and is a 

member and past president (1986–87) of the American Society for Virology.

He is a member of the American Academy of Microbiology, the American

Association of Immunologists, and an elected honorary member of the

International Society for Interferon and Cytokine Research. He is 

a fellow of the Infectious Diseases Society of America and the American

Association for the Advancement of Science.

julius S. youngner, the pitt team’s 
senior scientist  turning dreams into reality
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April 11–12, 2005

alumni hall

Opening Address by Chancellor 
Mark A. Nordenberg, JD

Good morning. I am Mark Nordenberg, the
chancellor of the University of Pittsburgh, 
and I am pleased to welcome you to this 
two-day symposium commemorating the
50th anniversary of the public declaration that
the Salk polio vaccine, developed here at Pitt,
was “safe, effective, and potent”—a milestone
in the history of medicine.

Let me begin by thanking my colleagues on
the planning committee for arranging an 
outstanding program, with an impressive
lineup of prominent speakers. And let me also
extend anticipatory thanks to those speakers.
We know that your thoughts will not only
illuminate the past but will stimulate 
constructive thinking about the challenges
and opportunities that lie ahead. We are 
grateful to you for sharing both your time 
and your ideas with us.

I also want to acknowledge the celebration
that will take place at the University of
Michigan this week. When the need for an
independent assessment of safety and 
effectiveness of the vaccine developed here at
Pitt arose, a Michigan team led by Professor
Thomas Francis was selected to discharge 
that critical responsibility. Without their work,
immunization of the general population could
not have moved forward, and so, I do want 
to thank our friends at the University of
Michigan for what they did to make this 
golden anniversary celebration possible.

To provide some quick sense of the
mood in what was a very fearful
country 50 years ago, let me read
just two paragraphs from the pro-
logue to the recently released book,
Splendid Solution, written by TIME
magazine’s Jeffrey Kluger.* (I make
this selection not only because I find
the description gripping, but also
because the distinguished David
Oshinsky, who has authored an
even more recently released book, 
is with us today, and I want to make
certain that I do not preempt his
later use of any passages he has
authored by reading from his book.)

“In the summer of 1952 alone, more than 55,000 children in
the United States had gone to bed with what their mothers
believed was a cold and had woken up feverish, chilled, 
and rubber-limbed the next day. When the worried-looking
doctor was led into the children’s rooms, where they lay flat
on their clammy backs beneath their wilted sheets, he’d ask
them almost casually if they wouldn’t mind lifting up their
heads to look at their belly buttons. When they couldn’t, it
was as sure a sign as any that the cold was actually
poliomyelitis and that the queerly rubbery limbs would
soon grow worse. The following summer, over 35,000 more
children went to bed sick and failed the belly-button test
and were hurried off to hospitals, where they waited to
learn if the virus would quit when it had claimed their legs,
or if it would go after their arms and their torsos and their
breath as well.

“Now, it was April 1954, and the fast-warming spring
weather was as sure a reminder as any that the polio season
was again approaching, following the heat from south to
north, picking off children as it went like shot hitting skeet.
It was against this onrushing danger that Salk [and his
team] had been racing …”

The news that this race had been won was greeted by banner head-
lines—here and across the country—declaring, “Polio Is Conquered”
and “Polio Routed.” The development of the vaccine was heralded
at the time as “one of the greatest achievements of the 20th century.”
Far more recently, when the Association of American Universities
(the by-invitation-only organization consisting of the top research
universities in North America) launched its own centennial cam-
paign to highlight the impact of a century of university research,
that group chose to feature three examples—the exploration of
space, the computer revolution, and the development of the Salk
polio vaccine.

The development of that vaccine, of course, was the product of 
university research. It also was the product of good science, of hard
work, of unusual commitment—and of a sense of real urgency. 
It followed years of work by others—many of them also at
American research universities. It was inspired by their successes
and informed by their failures. And the processes by which this 
vaccine was developed had a broad-ranging impact on the way 
in which biomedical research is conducted.

• Never before had a grassroots effort like
the one launched by the National
Foundation for Infantile Paralysis—
known today as the March of Dimes—
targeted a single disease and so effectively
raised the money needed to attack it.

• Never before had such a keen level of
peer review been applied to the evalua-
tion of scientific proposals nor had a
funding agency understood the true cost
of conducting research. It was actually 
the National Foundation for Infantile
Paralysis that introduced the concept 
of providing support for the indirect 
costs associated with scientific infrastruc-
ture needs.

• Never before had this country experienced
multisite, controlled clinical trials of the
complexity, rigor, and scale that were
needed to test the Salk vaccine. By the
time the vaccine was approved, more than
1.8 million schoolchildren in 44 states had
been tested—in addition to the 7,500
youngsters here in Pittsburgh who took
part in the earlier pilot testing.

• Never before had drug companies had to
ramp up production at the level required
to meet the immediate demand for the
vaccine once it was approved.

• Never before had the federal government
been engaged in such a high level of over-
sight or, when an unfortunate incident led
to a number of cases of vaccine-acquired
polio, mobilized as rapidly as it did to 
isolate the cause.
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Remembering Polio: 
The History and Future of Vaccine Development

50th Anniversary Scientific Symposium

An unidentified nurse tends to a young patient.
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Everyone at Pitt—even if our own connec-
tions are too remote to claim any part of the
credit—is understandably proud to be a
part of a university that can claim such an
achievement as part of its legacy. And today,
the University of Pittsburgh is building
directly on that triumph of 50 years ago by
making the development of vaccines and
drugs for viruses and other infectious
agents one of its top research priorities. But
for the last 50 years, our University also has
been effectively positioning itself to be a
leader in the broader quest to advance the
cause of human health.

We see the positive impact of those efforts
in the strength and stature of our programs
and in the research dollars they attract. 
For example, having firmly positioned our-
selves as a Top 10 institution, measured by

the levels of National Institutes of Health funding, we now are 
moving steadily upward in that select group.

We also see it in the important forms of recognition won by the
“people of Pitt”—and I use that term to encompass both our gradu-
ates and our faculty. To highlight just two alumni examples from the
recent past: Pitt graduate Paul Lauterbur was named a 2003 Nobel
Laureate in physiology or medicine for his pioneering work in the
science of magnetic resonance imaging; and Pitt graduate Herb
Boyer—who helped unlock the secrets of DNA and who already 
had received the Lasker Prize, the National Medal of Science, and
the National Medal of Technology—last year won both the Shaw
Prize (awarded in Hong Kong and also known as the Nobel Prize 
of the East) and the Albany Medical Center Prize in Medicine.

Pitt faculty members Yuan Chang and Patrick Moore won the 2003
Mott Prize for cancer research, earning that recognition for their
work in discovering the virus that causes Kaposi’s sarcoma, the
most common malignancy in AIDS patients. The following month,
Pitt Professor Rory Cooper received the Magnuson Award, the 
highest honor given by the Department of Veterans Affairs for reha-
bilitation research and development. This past fall, Dick Simmons,
the former chair of our Department of Surgery, received the Medawar
Prize at the International Congress of The Transplantation Society 

in Vienna, and Professor Tom Starzl, who played such a key role in
developing both the surgical techniques and the drug therapies that
have made human organ transplantation possible and who is a past
recipient of the Medawar Prize, received the John Scott Medal
Award in recognition of his lifetime of pioneering work. Just a few
weeks ago, Pitt faculty members William Klunk and Chester Mathis
were named cowinners of the MetLife Foundation research award
for their work in discovering what now is known as Pittsburgh
Compound B—an imaging dye that makes it possible to use PET
scans to identify the brain plaques that are a hallmark of Alzheimer’s
disease, permitting earlier detection and, we hope, more effective
treatment. Later this month, Steve Badylak, a Pitt bioengineer, will
receive the 2005 Clemson Award from the Society for Biomaterials
for his work to advance the use of animal organs for the repair and
replacement of human tissues. According to the citation forwarded
to me, his “clinical tissue engineering procedures [already] have
helped more than 250,000 people.”

This list could go on, but I cite those exam-
ples principally to lay the foundation for a
broader point. Dr. Salk once said that “the
reward for work well done is the opportunity
to do more.” Certainly, we believe that here
at Pitt. And in that sense, there may be
nothing more important about this celebra-
tion than taking advantage of its inspira-
tional power—the compelling example of
what wonderful things can be done, for the
good of so many people, when talented, 
creative, committed people band together 
to advance the common cause.

And occasionally we may need to remind 
ourselves that, in addition to the lift we can
take from special celebrations like this one,
there are many inspiring examples in our
midst—there to be appreciated, if only we take
the time, each and every day. Certainly, the
panelists who have been assembled for this
scientific symposium present a rich collection
of inspiring achievements—as well as stimu-
lating ideas and provocative experiences.

To move us in the direction of hearing 
from them, then, let me pass the baton to
Dr. Arthur Levine, a person who serves as
one of our chief visionaries as senior vice
chancellor for the heath sciences and dean
of the School of Medicine. Art will have the
honor of formally introducing our first
speaker, Dr. Julius Youngner. But first let me
say, once again, to our speakers and to all
who are here, that we are very grateful that 
you have chosen to be with us for a very
important event in the life of the University
of Pittsburgh.

*Kluger, Jeffrey. Splendid Solution: Jonas Salk and the

Conquest of Polio. G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 2004. Reprinted

with author’s permission. 
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Pitt’s tradition of research continues at facilities such as the
Hillman Cancer Center, which serves as the hub for the
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center’s cancer-based care. 

At the McGowan Institute for Regenerative Medicine, leading scientists and faculty 
from Pitt and UPMC work to develop tissue engineering, cellular therapies, biosurgery
approaches, and artificial and biohybrid organ devices. 

Thomas E. Starzl, Distinguished Service Professor of Surgery in Pitt’s School of Medicine, 
performed the world’s first liver transplant in 1963 and played a key role in making organ
transplantation an effective, widely available treatment. He was one of eight scientists 
recently chosen by President George W. Bush to receive the nation’s highest scientific
honor—the National Medal of Science.
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Introduction of Julius S. Youngner 
by Arthur S. Levine, MD, Senior Vice
Chancellor for the Health Sciences
and Dean of the School of Medicine,
University of Pittsburgh

Thank you, Mark.
Good morning. It is
my pleasure today to
introduce Dr. Julius
Youngner, who is,
without a doubt, one
of the world’s most
influential scientists in

the fields of immunology and virology. His
many contributions over the years have rede-
fined the ways in which we approach both
basic research and clinical therapeutics.

Juli joined the University of Pittsburgh as an
assistant professor in 1949 and began working
with a young doctor named Jonas Salk to
develop an effective vaccine for polio. There 
is no question that Juli’s role in this effort 
was pivotal.

One problem with developing the polio 
vaccine was producing sufficient quantities 
of virus in either cell cultures or animal 
models. Undaunted, Dr. Youngner adapted
the trypsinization technique used in pathology
to extricate cells from their surrounding tissues
to the monkey kidney tissue in which the Salk
lab was growing the poliovirus. He then 
standardized this technique, enabling the
large-scale production of poliovirus—a critical
step in creating the vaccine. This trypsinization
method became the gold standard for preparing
primary tissues for cell culture and remains in
use today.

Juli went on to develop an effective way to inactivate the virus just
enough to prevent infection without disrupting its antigenic properties.
He also created a simple color assay to measure the titer of antipolio
antibodies in blood to ensure that the vaccine was, in fact, working.

Critics said a killed virus could not possibly prevent the disease
because it would never trigger an antibody response to fight off 
infection. As you know, the critics were wrong. The rest is history. 
And that’s why we’re here today.

However, Dr. Youngner’s contributions to science and medicine were
just beginning. He went on to demonstrate scientific originality and
develop key advances in his work with interferons, cell cultures, and
innovative influenza vaccines. Today, Julius Youngner is rightly known
as a pioneer in the science of virology, and half a century after the
development of the polio vaccine, he is still making a significant impact
on world health.

Dr. Youngner graduated in 1939 from New York University and went
on to the University of Michigan for his master’s and doctoral degrees.
He served in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers during World War II,
working with the ultrasecret Manhattan Project, and later in the U.S.
Public Health Service and at the National Cancer Institute.

Following his work with the polio vaccine here at Pitt, Dr. Youngner
served for many years as professor and chair of the Department of
Microbiology at our School of Medicine and continued when it became
the Department of Microbiology, Biochemistry, and Molecular Biology.

However, Julius Youngner has never lost his passion for science, and
although he now bears the title of Distinguished Service Professor
Emeritus, which might seem to indicate that he is retired, I can tell you
that he remains an active and vital presence on this campus.

Today, he is here to share with us the development of the polio vaccine
from his own unique perspective. His talk is titled “Conquering Polio:
A View from the Inside.” Please join me in welcoming him.

Keynote Lecture

Julius S. Youngner, ScD
“Conquering Polio: A View from the Inside”

I would like to begin today by telling
you why I never got polio. When 
I was a child, summers were always
tense. Reports of paralyzed children
appeared in the news, and parents
began to protect and isolate their 
children. Swimming pools, movie
theaters, crowds of any sort were 
off-limits. However, in contrast to
many other children, I was never
housebound. My grandmother had

an infallible preventative. Every morning when I went out to play,
she would put around my neck a cloth bag that contained a small
cake of camphor, a product used to prevent moths from eating
woolens. She was convinced until the day she died that the camphor
had protected me from polio. What I never told her was that when 
I left the house to play, I took the bag off and put it in the mailbox.
There it stayed until I returned home and hung it back on my neck.

But let’s move forward a few decades and let me tell you how I came
to work in Pittsburgh and left my childhood and camphor behind.

After earning my doctor’s degree at the University of Michigan, 
I served in the army during World War II, assigned to the
Manhattan Project. When I was mustered out of the Army, I applied
for and received a commission as a lieutenant senior grade in the
Public Health Service. The Public Health Service had just begun
recruiting scientist officers who were not MDs. I worked at the
National Cancer Institute in Bethesda, Md., from 1947 until 1949.

One day in 1948, I received a letter from Jonas Salk telling me that
he had heard that I was looking for a place to move my research 
and that he had recently established a laboratory in Pittsburgh that
might hold some interest for me.

The National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis had designated his
lab to be one of three labs in the country that would be typing polio
strains from many sources to determine if there were only three

immunological types of poliovirus. It was
essential to know if there were any more
types before any vaccine development
could be undertaken. Jonas was interested
in recruiting someone interested in cell 
culture techniques for studying viruses, 
and I seemed to have this as a primary goal.
He asked, “Why not come to Pittsburgh to
work?” He had a brand-new laboratory,
money from the National Foundation for
Infantile Paralysis, and a need for someone
like me. He had only one request—that 
I spend some of my effort developing or
adapting the technology to poliovirus. 
I thought this was a reasonable request.
Jonas was a very bright and impressive 
person—energetic, enthusiastic, and inspiring.

When I arrived in Pittsburgh in April 1949, 
I was assigned a lab and an office in a 
suite of small rooms on the first floor of 
the hospital [Municipal Hospital for
Contagious Diseases].
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From left, Pitt Chancellor Mark A. Nordenberg, Julius S.
Youngner, Vice Chancellor for Research Conduct and
Compliance Randy P. Juhl, and Arthur S. Levine at the
Remembering Polio scientific symposium, April 12, 2005. 
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Jonas had set up the organization so that
there was a clear delineation of responsibility.
Jim Lewis did all the monkey work: inocu-
lations, bleedings, overseeing the monkey
exercise regimen designed to detect paralytic
symptoms, autopsies, and harvesting of
monkey tissues and blood samples. He was
helped by one animal handler, Tony Penko,
and one technician, Francis Yurochko.

Byron Bennett did all the mouse work with
type 2 strains, some of which caused disease
in this rodent.

I worked with the help of one technician,
Mazrine Wells, until the cell culture work
was developed enough to be put into high
gear. (Mazrine Wells worked with me for
the next 30 years, until she retired). Jonas
and I had frequent discussions on how the
flow of work should go. When the human
experiments and the field trials began, 
I was overwhelmed by the volume of 
samples that had to be analyzed. Neither
before nor since have I experienced such
intensity of effort.

When I started work, the lab was immersed
in the poliovirus typing project. The
National Foundation had funded three 
different laboratory groups in the country 
to slog through this necessary but repetitious
and dull work. When the typing project
began, it was known that there were three
types of virus, but this conclusion was
based on a very limited number of virus
strains that had been tested.

In 1951, our lab published the results of 
typing 23 strains of poliovirus. The results
obtained by the three labs involved in the

typing program were consistent and turned out to be crucial. All the
strains that were tested revealed that there were only three immuno-
logic types of poliovirus, a conclusion that cleared one essential 
hurdle in the search for a vaccine.

The first culture model I explored was the use of monkey testis. 
I chose testis for two reasons: first, other labs had attempted to use
human testicular tissue to grow virus in culture; and second, testes
could be obtained without sacrificing expensive monkeys that could
still be used for other experiments. The conditions for testicular cell
culture were really primitive and laborious.

By 1951, sufficient progress had been made with the monkey testi-
cular tissue model to result in a series of publications that appeared
in 1952. As far as we could tell from the current literature, we were
well ahead of other groups in regard to cell culture. In the spring of
1952, the lab presented data at a national meeting. The title of the
presentation was “Destruction of infectivity and retention of anti-
genicity of polioviruses contained in tissue culture fluids …” We
announced that we had successfully inactivated poliovirus with 
formalin, a dilute solution of formaldehyde, and had successfully
immunized monkeys against the disease with the killed virus.

There was no doubt in our minds that we were on the path to a vaccine
that would prevent polio in humans. The difficulty was that the 
cumbersome methods we were using with monkey testicular tissue 
did not lend themselves to large-scale production of virus. It was at this
point in the research that I began to look for more practical techniques.

After some intense work with a variety of monkey tissues, I realized
that monkey kidney tissue was the answer. After removal of the 
kidneys, the outer layer of the kidney, the cortex, was carefully 
separated and minced with scissors. The fragments were rinsed 
several times with salt solution to remove blood and other debris.
The trick was to use trypsin, a proteolytic enzyme, to disperse the
tissue fragments to obtain single kidney cells. This was accom-
plished by stirring the tissue/trypsin suspension with a magnetic
stirrer. The separated cells that resulted attached to the glass surface
of the culture vessel and, in the presence of nutrient fluid, grew to
form a monolayer, that is, a “lawn” of cells a single cell deep. When
infected with poliovirus, the amounts of virus produced were
greater than ever achieved before. In addition, cell monolayers could
be used for assays of virus infectivity and for antibody tests. The
monkey kidney/trypsinization technique was the breakthrough that
made the next step in vaccine development possible. This technique
was the basis of the next phase of the art of cell culture and became
widely used. The three publications in 1954 that described that
method and the results obtained with polioviruses were cited so
often that they achieved the status of so-called “citation classics”
according to the criteria of the Information Sciences Institute. I must

point out to you that before the papers on
the trypsinization method were published,
we had already moved into human trials 
in the Pittsburgh area with an inactivated
vaccine using virus grown in monkey 
kidney cells.

Our first efforts to successfully vaccinate
human volunteers were reported in JAMA
in 1953. Around this time, Jonas acquired
another set of labs in the basement of the
Municipal Hospital and organized a larger-
scale production of virus and vaccine that
would be a model for pharmaceutical 
companies. Percival Bazeley was recruited
to organize and operate this facility.
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Byron Bennett (left) and Jonas Salk 

L. James Lewis (left) and Jonas Salk

Lab technician Elsie Ward tends to roller drums containing
cultures of monkey kidney cells.  
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While exciting progress was being made in
the laboratory, Jonas was fighting a bruising
battle on the outside. The National
Foundation had set up a Committee on
Immunization in 1952 to advise on the
development of a vaccine. The committee
was composed of some of the most presti-
gious and competent medical virologists
and epidemiologists in the country. Not
least in this group, and probably the most
vocal, was Albert Sabin. It would take more
time than I have available to provide you
with an account of the obstacles that this
committee kept erecting to slow down, or
even stop, the march to a killed-virus polio
vaccine. To summarize, the dogma that
many on the committee defended was that 
a killed-virus vaccine would never work
and that the only effective vaccine to 
prevent polio would be a live, attenuated

virus vaccine, one that Sabin was actively trying to develop in 
his lab. This dogma was based on the two most successful virus 
vaccines that were in use at the time, vaccines against smallpox 
and yellow fever, both of them composed of live, attenuated viruses.
Needless to say, the killed-virus polio vaccine won that battle, 
mainly because Basil O’Connor, president of the National
Foundation, believed in it and gave Jonas his unequivocal support.

Ironically, events have proved that both sides in this old battle have
been vindicated. Both vaccines are needed to keep poliomyelitis at
bay and eventually eradicate it. Without live, attenuated vaccine, 
the worldwide eradication of polio would probably never have been
undertaken, or if it had, the task would have been more arduous,
expensive, and difficult. The killed vaccine is more expensive and
requires multiple injections using needles and syringes, both of
which continue to upset children and their parents. The oral route 
of administration of the attenuated vaccine, a few drops of fluid into
the open mouth of a child, was a less traumatic event for the child
as well as the parents.

I must point out that the killed-virus vaccine is now the mainstay in
the United States and other countries where poliomyelitis has been
eradicated. It is a rare outcome to scientific controversies that both
sides are vindicated, but the emotional and scientific battle of live
vs. killed polio vaccine is one of these instances.

All of this [the Pitt team’s development of the Salk polio vaccine]
was accomplished in six years, 1949 to 1955, which brings me to a
question I have been asked several times recently: How long do you
think it would take to achieve the same result if we had to operate
under the rules and regulations that are in effect today?

Before I answer this question, let me state a strong disclaimer. There
is no going back to the standards, or lack of standards, of the 1950s,
nor would I want to. On the basis of much experience since then, 
we have in place rules and regulations that at times may seem 
cumbersome, but which are necessary to protect the public, as well
as the integrity of medical research.

The short and simple answer to the question is: Today, what we
accomplished would take much longer than the six years, 1949–55,
we needed. It is difficult to estimate how much longer, but surely
longer by years ... Why?

First, in the 1950s, there was no federally
mandated Institutional Review Board (IRB)
at the University of Pittsburgh, or probably
anywhere else in the United States.

In the 1950s, there were no OSHA [Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration]
standards for laboratory safety.

In the 1950s, the Food and Drug Admin-
istration (FDA) as we know it today did not
yet exist. If it had, the Food and Drug
Administration would have had jurisdiction
over many of the protocols we used and 
a large say in the progress of our work.

In the 1950s, there were no federally 
mandated animal care regulations. Today,
every research institution that uses animals,
be it monkeys or mice or whatever, has to
answer to a local animal care committee 
and a resident veterinarian.

I must tell you that we proceeded at what
would now be considered breakneck speed,
undeterred by technical difficulties and 
die-hard antagonism to the killed vaccine.
We were all too aware of the patients in iron
lungs on the third floor above us in the
Municipal Hospital, and we knew the 
ever-increasing toll poliomyelitis was taking
on children, teenagers, and adults.

The thrill of knowing what this group
accomplished is every bit as vivid and 
exciting to me today as it was 50 years ago.
I regret that my colleagues have not lived 
to celebrate this glorious commemoration.
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A lab technician talks with Jonas Salk. 

Polio patients often required leg braces (foreground) as well as the iron lung, 
a mechanical ventilator that helped critically ill patients breathe.

©
U

N
IV

ER
SI

TY
O

F
PI

TT
SB

U
R

G
H

PH
O

TO
C

O
U

R
TE

SY
M

AR
C

H
O

F
D

IM
ES



Polio Vaccine News Briefing 
of April 9, 1955

In his address, Julius Youngner paid tribute 
to the team of “core researchers who made 
the [polio] vaccine possible” and who “never 
got the recognition they deserved.” They are
pictured here on April 9, 1955, just three days
before the Salk vaccine was publicly declared
to be “safe, effective, and potent.” Reporters
were briefed at this press conference in
Pittsburgh’s Municipal Hospital (now Salk
Hall), where Salk’s Virus Research Laboratory
was located. In his address, Youngner pointed
out their key roles in the research, honoring
the strengths and special talents they each
brought to the project. Shown, right to left, are
L. James Lewis, a research associate who came
to Pitt from the pharmaceutical industry and
“was in charge of the extensive monkey work
that was a key element in the development of
the vaccine.” Next to him is Youngner, senior
scientist, a pioneer in virology whose efforts
were responsible for establishing techniques
to produce poliovirus on a large scale and
who helped develop the process for inacti-
vating the infectivity of the virus without
destroying its activity as a vaccine. Next to
Youngner is Major Byron Bennett, a research
associate, who served in World War II as a
member of the Army Medical Corps team that
helped control typhus epidemics raging in the
North African and Italian campaigns. In the
Pitt lab Bennett oversaw the investigations of
type 2 polioviruses and was responsible for
preparing monkey tissue and blood samples
for further testing. Next to Bennett is Jonas Salk
who, as Youngner reported, “brought together
this group of dedicated scientists.” Next to 
Salk is research associate Percival Bazeley, an
Australian veterinary microbiologist who had

earned the Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery degrees at 
the University of Melbourne, and, during World War II, was assigned 

to work on the large-scale production of penicillin, and
whose success made him a national hero; at Pitt 

he applied his talents to large-scale production
of the polio vaccine and provided a detailed

guide for the pharmaceutical companies
that produced the vaccine for the 
national field trials. 

38 U N I V E R S I T Y O F  P I T T S B U R G H

Julius Youngner (second from right), the Pitt team’s senior scientist, discusses the efforts
of the core polio vaccination research team during a news briefing April 9, 1955, at
Pittsburgh Municipal Hospital (now Salk Hall). 
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Advance of a dread disease

Annual new U.S. cases of polio

*Slight rise in number of cases was attributed to possible failure of some families to have their children complete the entire three-shot cycle.
Source: Jeffrey Kluger, Splendid Solution: Jonas Salk and the Conquest of Polio. G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 2004.
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The chart above shows the sharply increasing incidence of polio in the U.S. population between the relatively stable years of the 1920s 
and ’30s through the peak period of the early ’50s. Health professionals and the country as a whole watched with horror as the incidence 
of the disease doubled in the early ’40s, doubled again in the second half of that decade, and rose yet again to 25/100,000 during 1950–54—
including the peak year of 1952, with the all-time-high rate of 37 cases* per 100,000. It is no wonder that parents and whole communities were 
overwhelmed with fear of the epidemic and that the goal of stopping this killer and crippler became the top national health priority.

Source: David M. Oshinsky, Polio: An American Story. Oxford University Press, 2005.
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Historical Precedent: The Research 
of Pitt’s William Hammon

Among the other distinguished scientists and
prominent speakers who participated in the
symposium was Charles R. Rinaldo Jr., PhD,
professor and chair in the Department of
Infectious Diseases and Microbiology (IDM),
University of Pittsburgh Graduate School of
Public Health (GSPH), and professor of
pathology, University of Pittsburgh School 
of Medicine. His address, “Pitt’s First Salvo 
in the War on Polio: The Hammon Gamma
Globulin Field Trials, 1951–1953,” presented 
a lively account of the polio-related research
of William Hammon, MD, one of his prede-
cessors as chair of the IDM department.
Rinaldo put into historic and scientific 
perspective Hammon’s attempt to enlist
gamma globulin in the fight against polio. 
A description of Hammon’s work was 
published in the University of Pittsburgh
magazine Public Health, Spring 2004, and is
reprinted here with permission.

UNSUNG HERO OF 
THE WAR ON POLIO

By Sally Ann Flecker
“I’m standing on the shoulders of
giants,” says Charles Rinaldo, para-
phrasing Sir Isaac Newton. Rinaldo is
the fourth chair of Pitt’s Department of
Infectious Diseases and Microbiology.
One of the giants to whom Rinaldo 
is referring is the department’s first
chair, William McDowall Hammon.
Hammon was a major figure in the war
on polio in the early 1950s. (Rinaldo
refers to him as one of the “Big Three”

along with Jonas Salk at Pitt’s medical school and Albert Sabin of the
University of Cincinnati.) But Hammon’s contributions were eclipsed in
the public eye by Salk, and then Sabin, and subsequently forgotten by
all but a few. In 2003—the 50th anniversary of Hammon’s important
breakthrough in fighting polio—Rinaldo decided to learn more about
Hammon’s legacy. The result is a narrative article [“Passive immunization
against poliomyelitis: the Hammon gamma globulin field trials, 1951-1953,”
American Journal of Public Health. 2005 May; 1995 (5): 790-9], that places
Hammon’s achievements in the context of public health history.

Thomas Parran, founding dean of Pitt’s Graduate School of Public
Health and former U.S. Surgeon General, recruited the best and the
brightest to head up the six new departments of the school. At age 45,
Hammon, then on the faculty at the University of California at Berkeley,
had already achieved eminence as an epidemiologist and microbiologist.
A graduate of Harvard University’s medical and public health schools,
Hammon and John Enders, a colleague and future Nobel Laureate, had
developed the first vaccine for feline panleukopenia before Hammon
turned his attention to the poliovirus.

As Rinaldo delved into Hammon’s published journal articles, he found
himself impressed by the keenness of Hammon’s intellect as well as by
his scientific discipline. The logic for his approach to combating the
polio epidemic was laid out in a 1949 speech Hammon made at the
annual meeting of the American Academy of Pediatrics. “Hammon
based his reasoning that antibody was protective against polio on his
postwar research in the Pacific Island of Guam,” writes Rinaldo. “He

noted that the last reported outbreak of poliomyelitis in Guam was in
1899. An outbreak of poliomyelitis in 1948 on the island was restricted
to Americans. He found that serum from indigenous Guamanians had
neutralizing antibodies to poliovirus. He reasoned that this immunity
was due to natural infection with viruses that persisted in Guam, and
was protecting the children from developing the disease.” 

Hammon developed a hypothesis involving passive immunization to
temporarily prevent infection through the administration of gamma
globulin shots in the early phase of an outbreak. The role of antibodies
in immunity to poliovirus was still uncertain. Hammon’s supposition
was that while passive immunity would not prevent infection, it would
prevent clinical disease and could possibly confer long-lasting immunity
such as he found in the children in Guam. Hammon made his case and
in 1951 began the first field trial of 5,000 children to test his theory. His
study would eventually provide the first evidence that antibodies to
poliovirus could prevent the disease in humans.

“The placebo-controlled clinical trial was new to the field, and this 
particular one where he used the gamma globulin for polio was very
important to set the stage for Salk to use an inactivated virus vaccine 
to induce such antibodies, which then provided permanent protection
instead of temporary protection,” says Rinaldo. “The scientific disci-
pline of his approach stands as a major legacy. He was a true classic
research scientist. He would not do a study without every single 
control in place and without the right numbers of individuals to give
you the proper answers.”

Rinaldo notes that Hammon insisted on a one-to-one match of vaccine
to placebo. “His study on passive immunity to poliovirus would be one
of the first major double-blind, placebo-controlled clinical trials,” he
writes. “Such trials are the standard today. Other important factors
Hammon carefully addressed included the type of control inoculum
(autoclaved Knox gelatin), source and dosage of gamma globulin from
pretested Red Cross pools, public school locations to allow for large 

numbers of subjects, specific site of administra-
tion of the injections in the right buttock, utmost
statistical rigor applied by Anthony Ciocco,
chairman of biostatistics at the GSPH, a written
informed consent, selection of a relatively
restricted geographical area, approval by the
local population and medical community, 
publicity and preparation of the clinics, and
finally, follow-up studies.”

Hammon would mount three clinical trials
between September 1951 and July 1952,
enrolling and vaccinating an astounding
54,772 children with encouraging results,
which were published in 1953. In the mean-
time, Salk was beginning his first clinical trial
with the inactivated vaccine that would
become the treatment of choice, until it was
replaced in 1961 by Sabin’s live attenuated oral
vaccine. Still, the gamma globulin field trials
made a significant contribution in polio 
prevention, demonstrating, as Hammon
wrote, “that a very low concentration of 
antibodies will protect man.”

For Rinaldo, as he followed Hammon’s story
through journal articles, oral history, and even
in the popular press, there was a “natural
affinity” to his predecessor. “There were a lot
of parallels with the polio story of the late
1940s and early 1950s to what I’ve seen in my
career with HIV and AIDS,” he says. “I look
to history to help me look to the future.”
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William Hammon (left), pictured here in Pitt’s Graduate School of Public Health with
research collaborator Lewis Coriell, was a major figure in the war on polio in the early 1950s. 

S P R I N G  2 0 0 4

FOUR-PRONGED ATTACK:
GSPH Researchers Developing
Novel Approaches for AIDS Vaccine

Leading Bioterrorism Advisor 
D.A. Henderson Joins GSPH Faculty 
as Part of New Center, page 25

A young girl receives a gamma globulin injection. 
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John Troan, retired editor of the Pittsburgh Press, spoke at Pitt’s Remembering Polio Scientific Symposium during the very hour—10 a.m., April 12—
when, 50 years earlier, the polio vaccine developed by Pitt’s team of researchers was declared “safe, effective, and potent.” He recounted his experiences as 
a young reporter covering the story of the Pitt polio vaccine “from its inception through its successful field trial.” This article, reprinted with permission
from the April 3, 2005, edition of the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, summarizes his presentation. 
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Although the oral polio vaccine (OPV) developed by Albert Sabin is
easier to distribute, it does not offer as much protection as Jonas Salk’s
intravenous polio vaccine (IPV). Moreover, OPV can convert to a 
wild-type virus, causing polio outbreaks. There have been four such
outbreaks worldwide since 2000. “After wild polio has been eradicated,
the continued use of OPV will compromise our goal of a polio-free
world,” said Heymann. Therefore, after the eradication of polio, only
IPV vaccinations will be used. However, the world must not allow 
routine immunizations to lapse, he said: “As long as the disease is in
one country in the world, it’s a threat to all other countries.”

The biggest challenge in disease eradication is engaging national 
leaders in the process, he said.

A similar challenge exists in preparing for biological weapons attacks,
said O’Toole. Although most people may envision a biological attack as
a “lights and sirens” event similar to 9/11, O’Toole emphasized that a
terrorist-engineered disease epidemic would be much different, causing
long, agonizing months of illness that would strain the social fabric and
exacerbate tensions in stricken countries.

A critical problem in such a situation would be lack of information, said
O’Toole: People want to know what is going on, how long it will last,
and how many people will get sick, and they will panic if their leaders
don’t provide answers.

During the “Atlantic Storm” exercise conducted
by the Center for Biosecurity in January 2005,
delegates from various nations acted as heads
of state dealing with an international smallpox
outbreak. Failing to find a solution on their
own, participants looked to the WHO for
answers. They were shocked to learn that
WHO has approximately the budget of a 
midsize British hospital and lacks both the
funds and personnel to deal with worldwide
pandemics.

Bioweapons can cause just as much damage
as nuclear weapons and are much cheaper
and easier to obtain, according to O’Toole. 
“Al Qaeda is technically sophisticated and
learning fast,” she said. “The question is: 
Are we going to react appropriately?”

Noting that it is impossible to guard against
every potential threat, O’Toole recommended
focusing defense efforts against biological and
nuclear weapons. International cooperation
will be required in developing “health infor-
mation highways” to speed distribution of
information in the event of an attack, new
funding schemes, and radically accelerated
drug development, she said.

Just as the Salk vaccine resulted from a deter-
mined effort to conquer polio, said O’Toole,
successfully defending against biological
attacks can only come from making that
defense a national priority.

Announcing the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center’s new Center for Biosecurity 
at a news conference were (second from left) the center’s chief executive officer, 
Tara O’Toole; Resident Scholar D.A. Henderson (center); and Chief Operations Officer
Thomas Inglesby, flanked by UPMC President Jeffrey Romoff (left) and Pitt Chancellor
Mark A. Nordenberg. O’Toole is a Pitt School of Medicine faculty member, while
Henderson and Inglesby hold faculty appointments in both Pitt’s School of Medicine
and Graduate School of Public Health.

Worldwide Polio Eradication 
and the War Against Bioterrorism

Symposium speakers David L. Heymann,
MD, and Tara O’Toole, MD, MPH, 
discussed the natural and deliberate 
spread of viruses. The following article on
their presentations is reprinted from the 
Pitt Chronicle, April 18, 2005. 

DISEASE AS AN ENEMY,
AND A WEAPON

By Karen Hoffmann

“Technology is a queer thing,” writer and scientist C.P. Snow once
observed. “It brings you great gifts with one hand, and it stabs you 
in the back with the other.”

Along those lines, the same technology used to make lifesaving 
vaccines can produce viruses immune to those vaccines. Terrorists 
can employ improved drug delivery technology and other scientific
advances to make their attacks more deadly.

David L. Heymann, representative of the director-general for polio
eradication of the World Health Organization (WHO), and Tara
O’Toole, CEO of the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center’s
Center for Biosecurity and professor of medicine in Pitt’s School 
of Medicine, talked about the two faces of vaccine technology 

April 12 during Pitt’s Remembering
Polio scientific symposium commem-

orating the 50th anniversary of
the development of the Salk

polio vaccine.

Heymann expressed opti-
mism about eradicating
polio worldwide, pointing
out that a new polio vaccine

is being developed for
countries such as India and

Egypt, where high population
densities have made eradication 

difficult. “With the development of
new vaccines, it will be more than

possible to break the back of polio
in those areas,” he said. WHO
certifies eradication three years
after the last case of polio in 
a geographic area.
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Symposium Presenters

David L. Heymann, MD
Representative of the Director-General 

for Polio Eradication
World Health Organization
“Eradicating Polio—The Politics of 

a Global Public Health Initiative” 

David L. Heymann,
an American epi-
demiologist on the
front lines of public
health initiatives, has
led polio eradication
efforts by the World
Health Organization

(WHO) since July 2003. He previously
served as the agency’s executive director for
communicable diseases and led the team
that stopped the SARS outbreak. During his
tenure with WHO since 1988, Heymann also
has directed the Program on Emerging and
Other Communicable Diseases Surveillance
and Control and served as chief of research
activities for the Global Program on AIDS.
He led the international response to the
1995 outbreak of Ebola in Africa. Before
joining WHO, Heymann spent 13 years on
assignment from the U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention in sub-Saharan
Africa, where he worked to strengthen the
surveillance and control of various infectious
diseases, particularly vaccine-preventable
diseases like measles and polio. Heymann
holds the MD degree from Wake Forest
University and a diploma from the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. 
He is a member of the Institute of Medicine.

Tara O’Toole, MD, MPH
CEO, Center for Biosecurity
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center
Professor of Medicine
University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine
“Disease as a Weapon: A New Challenge for the 21st Century”

A recognized national expert on issues related
to bioterrorism, Tara O’Toole has served on
numerous government advisory committees
and panels dealing with biodefense. Her
career has included service as assistant secre-
tary of the U.S. Department of Energy for
environment safety and health and as a senior
analyst in the Congressional Office of

Technology Assessment. O’Toole is coeditor of the journal Biosecurity
and Bioterrorism: Biodefense Strategy, Practice, and Science. She received
her MD degree from George Washington University and a Master of
Public Health degree from Johns Hopkins University. She was one
of the lead authors and producers of the 2001 bioterrorism exercise
“Dark Winter,” which simulated a covert biological attack on
American soil. The focus of the Center for Biosecurity, which she
now directs, is bioterrorism preparedness from the perspectives 
of public policy, research, and public health.

Additional distinguished symposium participants included the following:

Matthias Gromeier, MD
Assistant Professor of Molecular Genetics and Microbiology
Duke University Medical Center
“Exploiting Poliovirus for the Treatment of Cerebral Malignancy”

While studying the poliovirus, Matthias
Gromeier, a virologist and member of the
research team at Duke Comprehensive Cancer
Center, discovered that it can be genetically
modified and used to infect and destroy
malignant glioma, one of the deadliest forms
of brain cancer, without infecting normal cells
in the process. By crossing the virus that 

causes the common cold with the poliovirus, he was able to develop

a variant of the poliovirus that no longer causes disease but that,
upon injection into brain tumors, can kill them without harming
healthy cells. The efficacy of this therapeutic treatment is now being
tested, with the hope of its being cleared for clinical use in the near
future. Gromeier earned his MD degree at the University of
Hamburg in Germany.

William Gruber, MD
Vice President of Clinical Research
Wyeth Vaccines Research
“The Pharmaceutical Industry’s Perspective on Vaccine
Development: From Polio to Bioterrorism”

Prior to his position at Wyeth, William Gruber
was an associate professor of pediatrics in the
Division of Pediatric Infectious Diseases at
Vanderbilt University School of Medicine. 
In addition, he served as director of the
Diagnostic Virology Laboratory at Vanderbilt
University Hospital. Gruber is board certified
in pediatrics and pediatric infectious diseases.

He is a member of the American Academy of Pediatrics, the Society
for Pediatric Research, the Infectious Diseases Society of America,
and the American Society for Microbiology and has served as a 
consultant reviewer for the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases. Gruber received his medical degree from Baylor
College of Medicine; he remained at Baylor for his pediatric and
infectious disease training, where he also served as chief resident 
in pediatrics. He has authored or coauthored more than 80 research
articles and book chapters. His major research interests include 
vaccine development and viral pathogenesis.

Robert A. Keegan
Deputy Director, Global Immunization Division
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
“The Logistics of Global Polio Eradication”

Robert A. Keegan began his career with the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) in 1974 as a public health adviser in
Newark and later served in New York City,
Atlanta, and Houston. In 1985, he became
coordinator of the agency’s refugee health
activities in Southeast Asia, working to assure
that refugees were immunized and treated for

communicable diseases. Since 1991, he has
been engaged in CDC’s global efforts to erad-
icate polio, overseeing a budget that grew
from $3 million to more than $100 million a
year and completing field assignments in 
various polio-endemic countries. Keegan
serves as the CDC’s principal liaison to
Rotary International for polio eradication 
and as an adviser to the International
PolioPlus Committee. He is a recipient of the
CDC’s distinguished William C. Watson Jr.
Award for Managerial Excellence. 
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Heidi J. Larson, PhD
Senior Communications Advisor for 

Immunization and Child Survival
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
“Polio Eradication in an Era of Distrust:
Social Dimensions of Vaccination Campaigns”

Heidi J. Larson, who
worked overseas on
child and adolescent
health concerns for
more than 20 years,
currently oversees
communication
strategies for immu-

nization and child survival at UNICEF
headquarters in New York. She also is a
research associate at the Harvard University
School of Public Health’s Center for
Population and Development Studies.
Larson previously served as a senior 
communications advisor to the Global TB
Program, now called Stop TB, for the World
Health Organization (WHO). She also has
worked as a consultant to UNAIDS, the
Joint United Nations Program on
HIV/AIDS, and WHO on communication
strategies for HIV/AIDS prevention and
care; as Pacific-area social mobilization
adviser for UNICEF; and as child disability
officer for UNICEF Nepal. Larson received
her PhD degree in social anthropology from
the University of California, Berkeley. She
has published and lectured widely on 
children’s concerns and on the social 
dimensions of health and qualitative
research methods.

Gary J. Nabel, MD, PhD
Director, Vaccine Research Center
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases
“Polio as Prologue to Vaccines of the Future: Lessons 
for an AIDS Vaccine”

In 1999, armed with expertise in virology,
immunology, gene therapy, and molecular
biology, Gary J. Nabel became director of the
Dale and Betty Bumpers Vaccine Research
Center, which is dedicated to the development
of effective vaccines for human diseases. The
center was established at the National
Institutes of Health by former President Bill

Clinton with an initial focus on developing an HIV vaccine. Nabel,
who is well known for his research with HIV, cancer, and Ebola
virus, has studied how cells coordinate the regulation of gene
expression during viral infection and development. He went to 
NIH from the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, where he 
was the Henry Sewall Professor of Internal Medicine, professor 
of biological chemistry, and a Howard Hughes Medical Institute
investigator. Nabel is an associate editor of the Journal of Virology
and a member of the Institute of Medicine. He earned his MD 
and PhD degrees at Harvard University.

Paul A. Offit, MD
Henle Professor of Immunologic and Infectious Diseases
Chief, Section of Infectious Diseases
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia
Professor of Pediatrics
University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine
“The Cutter Incident: Lessons from the Past”

Paul A. Offit is the author of The Cutter
Incident: How America’s First Polio Vaccine Led
to the Growing Vaccine Crisis, a book published
in October 2005 by Yale University Press that
chronicles a landmark episode in the develop-
ment of the Salk polio vaccine. A virologist
and immunologist, Offit has advanced the
understanding of the genetics of rotavirus 

48 U N I V E R S I T Y O F  P I T T S B U R G H
DEFEAT
OF AN ENEMY

virulence and rotavirus immunogenesis. He coholds a patent on the
rotavirus vaccine currently being developed by Merck and Co. Offit,
who is recognized for his expertise on vaccine safety, also is the
coauthor of two other books, What Every Parent Should Know About
Vaccines and Breaking the Antibiotic Habit: A Parent’s Guide to Coughs,
Colds, Ear Infections, and Sore Throats. He earned his MD degree at
the University of Maryland.

David M. Oshinsky, PhD
George Littlefield Professor of American History
University of Texas at Austin

David M. Oshinsky is the author of Polio: An
American Story, a book published earlier this
year by Oxford University Press. Drawing on
newly available papers of Jonas Salk, Albert
Sabin, and other key players, Oshinsky 
chronicles the nation’s campaign against polio
and the race for a cure in the early 1950s,
when it seemed that all Americans were

taking a personal interest in the outcome. Oshinsky, who specializes
in 20th-century U.S. political and cultural history, earned his PhD
degree at Brandeis University and taught for nearly 30 years at
Rutgers University before moving to the University of Texas at
Austin. He also is the author of A Conspiracy So Immense: The World
of Joe McCarthy (1983) and Worse Than Slavery: Parchman Farm and 
the Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice (1996), both of which won major prizes
and were New York Times notable books.

Louis Piconi
Rotary International
“Person-to-Person: The Role of Volunteer Organizations 
in the Polio Eradication Effort”

Louis Piconi currently chairs the Polio
Eradication Fundraising Campaign
Committee for North America for Rotary
International and the Rotary Foundation. 
He also serves on the PolioPlus Partners
Committee. A Rotarian since 1976, he is a
member of the Rotary Club of Bethel-St. Clair.
Piconi has served the organization as district

governor and as both vice president and
director of Rotary International. His Rotary
recognitions include the Citation for
Meritorious Service, Distinguished Service
Award, International Service Award for a
Polio-Free World, Service Above Self Award,
and Rotarian of the Year. In addition, Piconi,
who develops and owns commercial 
properties in southwestern Pennsylvania,
has served with a number of other civic 
and business organizations.

John B. Robbins, MD
Chief, Laboratory of Developmental 

and Molecular Immunity
National Institute of Child Health 

and Human Development
“A Legacy of the Salk Polio Vaccine: 
How Vaccines Exert Their Action”

The pioneering
research undertaken
by John B. Robbins
has focused on devel-
oping vaccines for
diseases that are
prevalent in infants
and children. He 

and a colleague, Rachel Schneerson, MD,
developed a vaccine designed to eradicate
bacterial meningitis caused by Haemophilus
influenzae type B (Hib), a deadly and debili-
tating infectious agent and the leading cause
of acquired mental retardation in children.
The vaccine is now used throughout the
world. His vaccine development research
also has targeted typhoid, pertussis, and
other diseases. Among the honors Robbins
has received are the Albert Lasker Award
for Clinical Medical Research, the World
Health Organization’s Pasteur Award, and
the Albert B. Sabin Gold Medal. Robbins 
is a member of the National Academy of
Sciences and the Institute of Medicine. He
earned his MD degree at New York University.



“We were all too aware of the patients in
iron lungs above us on the third floor in the
Municipal Hospital.” This is how Julius
Youngner describes the human reality 
driving the Salk team, in their basement lab,
to work “at breakneck speed” on the vaccine.
It was all about the children and young
adults who were paying the terrible price 
of the disease. That same awareness drove
the March of Dimes’ fundraising efforts and
drew support from the countless millions 
of Americans who gave generously. These
campaigns often depicted images of children
who came to be known as polio kids.
Americans who lived through the 1940s 
and ’50s saw these polio kids virtually
every day in newspapers, magazines, and
newsreels. The images were wrenching:
children in iron lungs, in wheelchairs, on
crutches, and in braces—bravely fighting
the crippling effects of the virus. Some of
these children were especially visible as
poster children for the March of Dimes.
They were polio survivors who willingly
lent their presence and images to the cause
of raising millions of dollars for research.
But other polio kids were seen in news 
stories in their local papers and in snapshots
in family albums, as families and commu-
nities shared their stories, learned to deal 
with the aftermath of the disease, and
joined together to find the weapon to 
defeat it forever.

Photos obtained from the Corbis Corporation carry captions 
provided by Corbis and written at the time the photos were taken.
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A child with polio sits by the window. The Board of Health issued warning signs to
guard against polio (original caption for photo from polio epidemic of 1916).

Critically ill polio patients were confined to a mechanical ventilator, known as an 
iron lung, to help them breathe.

Five-year-old Mary Kosloski, 1955 March of Dimes
poster girl from Collierville, Tenn., meets 7-year-old
Randy Kerr, of Falls Church, Va., the nation's first polio
pioneer to receive the Salk vaccine during field trials last
spring. Together, Mary and Randy represent the two aims
of the March of Dimes—polio treatment and prevention.
The annual nationwide drive for funds is scheduled for
January 3 through 31 (original caption for 1954 photo).

Film star Judy Holliday, who was a polio victim as a
youngster, shows a small vial of the new trial polio 
vaccine to Debby Dains, 4, March of Dimes poster boy.
The vaccine will be tested on more than a half million
second-grade school children throughout the U.S. starting
this spring. Miss Holliday came through her experience
with polio without damaging effect (original caption for
1954 photo).
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Babe Ruth, one of baseball's greatest stars, visited children patients who were being
treated for infantile paralysis at the Hospital for Joint Diseases at Madison Avenue and
124th Street [in New York’s Harlem]. Here, the Babe is shown surrounded by his youth-
ful admirers with Christmas gifts and ice cream, which he gave them (original caption).
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Remembering Polio:
As Seen in the Faces of Children

Photo Essay on Polio Kids
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A nurse prepares children for a polio vaccine shot as part of a citywide testing of the
vaccine on elementary school students (original caption from 1954 photo).

Frank Sinatra buys the first bag of Peanuts for Polio from
his 15-year-old daughter, Nancy, who represents over a
million teenagers selling peanuts during January for the
March of Dimes. Helping make the sale is Phyllis
Townsend, a 5-year-old polio victim from Los Angeles
(original caption from 1956 photo).

March of Dimes photo of polio kids

Dr. L.M. Sims and nurses Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. McCormick in a hospital ward with
victims of the infantile paralysis epidemic [of 1916].

Judge A.A. Nelson tipped his hat and bowed low when
he met Marilyn Yost. The 6-year-old daughter of Mr. and
Mrs. Herbert Yost of Johnstown, Pa., appeared before the
judge to turn over $557.10 to the March of Dimes.
Marilyn was afflicted by polio last year. However, her
parents carried insurance which more than paid the bills.
The little girl gave the $557.10 insurance surplus to Judge
Nelson who is codirector of the 1955 March of Dimes
campaign (original caption for January 15, 1955, photo).

Eleanor Roosevelt acts as a disk jockey for children afflicted with polio. The purpose of
the broadcast was to generate interest in a series of talent shows nationwide benefiting
the March of Dimes. The children in the studio with Mrs. Roosevelt are (left to right):
Florence Krieger, 15; Allen Fox, 13; George Redmond, 9; and Joyce Alexander, 12 
(original caption for circa 1956 photo).
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Monday, April 11, 2005

William Pitt Union

Chancellor Mark A. Nordenberg, JD,
welcomed the guests to the 
50th anniversary celebratory banquet.

For the past several days, much of the world’s
attention has been focused on Rome and the
death of Pope John Paul II. Of all the many
things that I recently have read about the
pope and his life, one of the most memorable
was a column in The New Yorker, which
included the greeting he received from Vaclav
Havel when visiting Prague in 1990. This is
how he was welcomed: “I am not sure,” said
Havel, “if I know what a miracle is. In spite 
of this, I dare say that I am participating in 
a miracle: In a country devastated by the 
ideology of hatred, the messenger of love 
has arrived.”

If I might be permitted some liberties with 
the word of that famous Czech playwright-
turned-politician, I am not sure if I know what
a medical miracle is. In fact, there may be
those in this room who would argue there is
no such thing. We are, after all, in the midst of
a two-day scientific symposium, and we
know that the achievement we have gathered
to celebrate was the product of good science
… and of hard work and of extraordinary 
commitment and of a driving sense of urgency.

Still, in terms of its impact on people—and
particularly in terms of its immediate impact
on the spirit of the people of this country—the
development of the Salk polio vaccine certainly
had the feel of a medical miracle. This is a 
disease, after all, that first struck this country

in a major way, claiming the lives of 6,000 Americans and paralyzing
27,000 others, in 1916—nearly 40 years before the historic announce-
ment was made. It is a disease that began to exact its greatest toll as the
country moved out of the World War II years and into the 1950s. And it
is a disease that carried with it a terrible psychological cost—because its
principal victims were children.

Certainly, anyone who participated in yesterday’s community celebra-
tion featuring our polio pioneers could not have left without feeling the
shared sense that, whatever their role, these individuals, to a person,
felt that they had been a part of something miraculous. For those who
were not there, it really is impossible to describe the feelings generated
at any particular moment, but I would like to try with just one.

Among our featured presenters was Dr. Tenley Albright, who had 
contracted polio at the age of 11 and was hospitalized for an extended
period. Among other things, she talked about the loneliness of being
young and being separated from her family. But she was among the
very fortunate—overcoming the effects of the disease to become the
first American woman to win an Olympic gold medal in figure skating
and, later, a distinguished surgeon and blood plasma researcher. When
she spoke, with such emotion, about what it had meant to her to be
able to have her own children protected by vaccination and how much,
as a result, that she felt she owed our community—it was one of life’s
truly unforgettable moments.
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But whatever role they might have played, you had the sense that no
one who had contributed to this great victory felt as if he or she was
owed anything. Instead, as Dr. Youngner suggested this morning, the
reward is a never-ending sense of satisfaction that one was able to help
so many … and in such a significant way.

And, so, let me suggest that we begin tonight by saluting the basic
goodness in people. It is around us every day—but too often we 
probably take it for granted. But the achievement we recognize tonight
is not just a medical miracle—or a medical milestone, if you prefer. It
also is a testament to the caring and giving side of human nature. And
our polio pioneers, whatever role they played, if they were not messen-
gers of love, can be viewed as messengers of kindness and of mercy.
That, too, is a legacy worthy of celebration—and of regular repetition.

Following dinner, Chancellor Nordenberg introduced the keynote speaker,
David M. Oshinsky.

Good evening once again. Over
the course of this celebration, we
have heard from many distin-
guished scientists—and we even
have enjoyed a song written and
sung by Mickey Rooney. Tonight,
to provide a bit of further balance,
it will be our privilege to hear from
a very distinguished historian—
Professor David Oshinsky.

Professor Oshinsky has spent his
career seeking to understand and
explain the events of his own
country in his own lifetime—

roughly from the middle of the 20th century to today. He is the author,
most recently, of Polio: An American Story, a book that has just been
released by the Oxford University Press. Drawing on newly available
papers of Jonas Salk, Albert Sabin, and other key figures, Professor
Oshinsky chronicles the nation’s campaign against polio and the race
for a treatment in the early 1950s, when it seemed that all Americans
were taking a personal interest in the outcome.

Before moving to the University of Texas at Austin, where he currently
serves as the George Littlefield Professor of American History,

Oshinsky taught for nearly 30 years at
Rutgers University. His other books include 
A Conspiracy So Immense: The World of Joe
McCarthy (1983) and Worse Than Slavery:
Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow
Justice (1996), both of which won major prizes
and were New York Times notable books. It is
my great pleasure to welcome him to the
University of Pittsburgh and to invite him 
to share some of his thoughts with you now.

Address by David M. Oshinsky, PhD

In 1947, a young researcher at the University
of Michigan was looking to change jobs. He
had become restless in his current position as
the chief assistant to Dr. Thomas Francis, one
of the world’s leading virologists. After six
years of apprenticeship, he needed to break
free. He wanted the chance to be independent,
to build his own shop.

At this very moment, the University of
Pittsburgh, having recently established a virus
research program, was looking for a director.
The young man applied; the search committee
wisely selected him. His name was Jonas
Edward Salk.

His friends were appalled. The medical school
at Pittsburgh lacked status. Its buildings were
in disrepair, it had no major hospital on site,
and there were few serious researchers or 
clinicians to be found. In an era of deep anti-
Semitism and strict religious quotas, Salk
would be the only Jew on the medical school’s
permanent faculty. The student body, too, 
was “remarkably homogeneous,” wrote 
one observer, “with only a small Jewish 
contingent and two or three women in each
class to disturb an otherwise all-male, Anglo-
Saxon character.” Nevertheless, Salk sensed

Remembering Polio:
Pitt Polio Vaccine 50th Anniversary Celebratory Banquet

Polio vaccine-related images from the 1950s were displayed on tables at the 
50th anniversary celebratory banquet. 



opportunity where others saw only oblivion.
“Tommy Francis thought I was making a 
mistake,” he recalled. “I can remember someone
asking me, ‘What’s in Pittsburgh, for heaven’s
sake?’ and I answered, ‘I guess I fell in love.’ ” 

William McEllroy, the newly appointed dean
of the medical school, had a good sense of the
future. Seeing virology as a coming field,
young enough for newcomers to find a niche
and popular enough to attract outside funding,
he strongly endorsed Pittsburgh’s virus
research program. Salk, meanwhile, started to
acquire the staff and laboratory space needed
for serious inquiry into the nature of infec-
tious disease. Those who knew Salk expected
him to continue the promising work he had
begun at Michigan on an influenza vaccine.
But the first memorandum he sent to
McEllroy, outlining his future research plans,
contained a large section on polio, a disease 

he knew little about. Years later, Salk claimed that “everybody else was
fooling around with the polio thing, so I thought I would play around
with it, too.” But a better explanation—the one he admitted to privately—
is that the phrase “polio research” was likely to be heard, and rewarded,
at the nation’s most generous funding agency. “It is hoped,” Salk wrote
McEllroy, “that the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis will be
interested in supporting the projects outlined.”  

His instincts were correct. The National Foundation— known to most
Americans as the March of Dimes—was hoping to recruit ambitious
researchers like Salk. In 1949, the foundation initiated a huge program,
costing more than $1,200,000, to determine how many types of
poliovirus existed. Salk’s Pittsburgh laboratory did the bulk of the 
testing. Dozens of strains were examined, using the stools, the throat
cultures, and the nerve tissue of polio victims and their families. In the
end, the many strains fit neatly into three distinct types. The poliovirus
“family” had proved remarkably, conveniently, small.
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From that point forward, Salk became the foundation’s favorite scien-
tist. Funding was no longer a problem. Each new grant allowed him 
to expand his laboratory and add personnel. In the coming years, Salk
hired superb researchers and technicians, such as Percival Bazeley and
Julius Youngner, to work on a “killed-virus” polio vaccine. The process
was one of endless trial and error, involving ways to safely inactivate
the three types of poliovirus without destroying their ability to produce
the sort of antibody levels needed to provide immunity against the 
disease. What the March of Dimes liked most about Salk, aside from 
his enormous gifts as a researcher, was the speed with which he
worked. As the father of three boys, he well understood the urgency 
of his mission—the fact that every day that went by without a polio
vaccine meant another day in which helpless children were being 
crippled and killed. As March of Dimes President Basil O’Connor 
said of Salk: “He sees beyond the microscope.”

In 1954, following a series of smaller tests of the Salk vaccine on chil-
dren in the Pittsburgh area, the March of Dimes conducted the largest
public health experiment in American history. Almost two million 
children participated—some getting the Salk vaccine, others taking 
a look-alike placebo, still others acting as “observed controls.” The final
results were tabulated at a special evaluation center in Ann Arbor,
Mich., where, on April 12, 1955, they were announced to an anxious
nation—and beyond. The vaccine worked, said Dr. Francis, the lead
evaluator. It was safe, potent, and effective. His remarks touched off a
national celebration. Schoolchildren and factory workers got the word
over public address systems. Office workers heard it while huddling
around radios. In department stores, courtrooms, and coffee shops, 
parents wept openly with relief. To many, April 12 resembled another
V-J Day—the end of a war, which, in many ways, it was. Polio, the most
feared childhood disease of the 20th century, had finally been tamed.

It has now been half a century since Thomas Francis mounted that
podium in Ann Arbor to tell the people what they so desperately 
wanted to hear. In that time, the University of Pittsburgh has become 
a world leader in the field of biomedical research. Jonas Salk and his
remarkable team have been memorialized in history books and hailed
by those of us who are old enough to remember the frightening 
summers when polio stalked our nation, when beaches and movie 
theaters were closed in panic, when images of wheelchairs, leg braces,
and iron lungs filled us with dread. Though polio still haunts isolated

parts of the globe, there has not been a reported
case of the disease in the Western Hemisphere
in the past 15 years. For that, we can thank
many people, including a tireless young 
scientist with the unique ability to see beyond
his microscope.

Chancellor Nordenberg’s 
closing remarks

Thank you, David. We were told to expect a
fascinating presentation from you this evening,
and you certainly have delivered that!

Before all of you leave, I want to express 
my appreciation to you once again for partici-
pating in this special event in the life of our
University. We are proud of our place in 
history—and particularly of the place we 
can claim because of this extraordinary
achievement.

But it is not enough to look with pride to the
past. As I mentioned this morning, Jonas Salk
himself said, “The reward for work well done 
is the opportunity to do more.” Here at the
University of Pittsburgh we are fully committed
to doing the work that will be necessary to
build on this legacy of impact—and we do feel
privileged to be moving forward in your distin-
guished company. Thank you, and good night.

David Oshinsky responds to a question from a reporter 
during an April 11 media availability in Pitt’s Alumni Hall.
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Tuesday, April 12, 2005

Alumni Hall

Chancellor Mark A. Nordenberg, JD

For the past three days, we have been
engaged in a once-in-a lifetime celebration—
a celebration commemorating the 50th
anniversary of the public declaration that the
Salk polio vaccine, developed on this campus,
was both safe and effective.

We began on Sunday evening with a commu-
nity celebration in the Commons Room of the
Cathedral of Learning. That gathering of
“polio pioneers”—including both people who
had been afflicted with the disease and people
who had played some role in conquering it—
was incredibly moving.

For the past two days, this auditorium has
been the site of a scientific symposium—one
that provided a forum for some of the best
available minds not only to reflect on the
magnitude of this great achievement of our
past, but to think about the challenges that
still must be met as we look to our shared
future. One very special feature of the sympo-
sium was that it gave us all the chance to hear
both from Dr. Julius Youngner—whose talent,
creativity, and dedication played such a 
central role in the success of the Salk team—
and from Dr. Peter Salk, a distinguished 
medical researcher in his own right and the
eldest son of Dr. Jonas Salk.

Last evening, some of us had the chance to
hear from Professor David Oshinksy, the 
distinguished historian from the University 
of Texas and author of the just-released book

Polio: An American Story. You all know how that story ends, so let me
share with you a simple, declarative statement made by Professor
Oshinsky at the very beginning of his book: The “polio crusade,” to use
his words, “remains one of the most significant and culturally revealing
triumphs in American medical history.”

How fitting, then, that we close our “Remembering Polio” celebration
with the dedication of a special historical marker. That marker is being
erected under the auspices of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum
Commission in close collaboration with the Major General Anthony
Wayne Foundation. The marker will be located outside what today is
known as Salk Hall of the University of Pittsburgh—and what was
known as the Municipal Hospital for Contagious Diseases when 
Dr. Salk arrived in Pittsburgh in 1947.

It was in the basement of that building that the Virus Research
Laboratory was established and where the polio vaccine was devel-
oped. And it was on this date—April 12—50 years ago that the success
of the polio vaccine was announced and the nation breathed a collec-
tive sigh of relief.

It is with great pride that we will dedicate this marker today. We do so
with the strong and shared hope that it will serve as a reminder to all 
of us not only of our past achievements, but also of our responsibility 
to move forward with the same pioneering spirit and unrelenting 
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commitment to deal with other diseases for which there are no treat-
ments and with other conditions that compromise the quality of life. …

Chancellor Nordenberg introduced and thanked John K. Robinson, the 
manager of the historical marker program of the Pennsylvania Historical 
and Museum Commission, and Arthur P. Ziegler Jr., president of the
Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation.

Now, speaking on behalf of the Major General Anthony Wayne
Foundation’s Historic Marker Committee, I am pleased to welcome
Marilyn Ross-Peckich and Marlene Silverman. In doing so, I want to
say that Marilyn Ross-Peckich is a member of the “Pitt family” whom
we claim with respect and affection. She also is the widow of Mr. Jerry
Peckich. It is no overstatement to say that we would not be here today
except for Jerry Peckich—who was absolutely committed to the 
erection of this marker.

Over the course of the past several days, we have received a very 
enviable collection of impressive proclamations, and I am told that
more are on their way. They have come from the U.S. Senate, the U.S.
House of Representatives, the governor of Pennsylvania, the lieutenant
governor of Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania Senate, the Pennsylvania
House of Representatives, Allegheny County, and the City of Pittsburgh.

The chancellor welcomed and thanked Dan Onorato, the chief executive of
Allegheny County, who read the county’s proclamation.

At this time, I would like to invite Jonas Salk’s son, Dr. Peter Salk; 
Dr. Julius Youngner, our distinguished faculty member and a core
member of the pioneering polio vaccine team; members of the
Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission who are present;
County Executive Dan Onorato; and our marker dedication speakers 
to join me on the stage for the unveiling of the marker.

Dr. Salk and Dr. Youngner, let me ask if you would do us the honor 
of unveiling the marker, so that I can read the inscription.

Salk Polio Vaccine –
Pioneering research here at the University of Pittsburgh’s Virus Research
Laboratory from 1948 to 1955 produced the world’s first polio vaccine. Led by
Dr. Jonas Salk, researchers’ innovations resulted in a breakthrough that was
announced on April 12, 1955. Subsequent inoculations of school children 
virtually eradicated polio in the United States by 1962.

This is a proud day for the University of
Pittsburgh and for our home region. It is a
day when we celebrate an historic advance 
in the cause of human health. It also is a day
when we celebrate the human qualities that
combined with good science to make this
achievement possible—dedication and 
generosity chief among them. What happened
here 50 years ago is a compelling example 
of the wonderful things that can be done, for 
the benefit of many, when talented, creative,
committed people join together to advance
the common good. As we end this celebration
and return to our more normal lives, may we
continue to be inspired by this example.

Remembering Polio:
Commemorating the Development of the Salk Polio Vaccine

Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission Marker Dedication Ceremony

After the marker dedication ceremony, Julius Youngner signs a copy of the symposium
program for John Harvith, Pitt senior associate vice chancellor for University news 
and magazines. 

From left, Julius Youngner and Peter Salk shake hands 
at the conclusion of the marker dedication ceremony.
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The Salk Polio Vaccine marker, which now stands next to Salk
Hall, was erected by the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum
Commission in collaboration with the Major General Anthony
Wayne Foundation and its Historic Marker Committee.
Chancellor Mark A. Nordenberg gave special recognition to 
the efforts of the late Jerry Peckich, cofounder, with his business
partner Art Silverman, of the Wayne Foundation. Peckich, 
former co-owner of Jerart Inc., worked for several years to have 
a Salk marker erected. He and the foundation were represented 
at the ceremony by foundation cochairs Marlene Silverman 
and Peckich’s widow, Marilyn Ross-Peckich.
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Salk Hall History

On April 12, 2005, exactly 50 years after the Salk polio vaccine was
declared “safe, effective, and potent,” the University of Pittsburgh 
dedicated the historic marker, honoring Salk Hall as the Pitt site where
Jonas Salk and his research team attained what has been called “one 
of the greatest achievements of the 20th century.”

Salk’s Virus Research Laboratory was in the basement of the building
then known as the Municipal Hospital for Contagious Diseases. The
hospital was built by the City of Pittsburgh in 1941 on land given to 
it by the University. In 1947, when Salk was recruited to Pitt, arrange-
ments were made for him to build his laboratories in the hospital 
basement, where he assembled the core research team responsible for
developing the vaccine.

The upper stories of the building continued to serve as a hospital, 
and team members reported that their sense of urgency was driven 
by the knowledge that just three stories above them were wards filled 
with polio patients. Many of these patients, too severely paralyzed to
breathe on their own, peered from the massive metal cylinders—the
iron lungs—that breathed for them. The Salk team “worked at break-
neck speed” because every day polio condemned more children to
those machines.

Following the vaccine’s success and the 
general decline of contagious diseases, the
city’s need for the hospital also declined. In
1957, the University acquired the building
from the city and renamed it Jonas E. Salk
Hall. After partial interim use as a residence
hall, the building was remodeled from 1965 to
1967 and became the home of Pitt’s School of
Pharmacy and School of Dental Medicine.

Salk Hall today

Pittsburgh’s Municipal Hospital for Contagious Diseases,
later renamed Salk Hall, as it looked in the 1950s

PHOTO COURTESY LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES DIVISION, HISTORICAL

SOCIETY OF WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA, PITTSBURGH, PA
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The polio vaccine did not reach these good-humored Indian children in time. This photo and the others by Sebastião Salgado on these pages document
polio’s modern legacy and pending eradication. The work appears here courtesy of Salgado and PixelPress, curator of The End of Polio international
traveling exhibition, which Pitt brought to the Carnegie Museum of Natural History March 5, 2005; the exhibition ran through May 15. To build
awareness about the polio eradication effort, PixelPress has published The End of Polio, which features Salgado’s work and has been released in
both hard- and soft-cover editions. For more information, or to donate to the eradication effort, see www.endofpolio.org.

© 2001 SEBASTIÃO SALGADO/AMAZONAS IMAGES/CONTACT PRESS IMAGES

The End of Polio

SEBASTIÃO SALGADO | PHOTOGRAPHY EDWIN KIESTER JR . | TEXT
This photo essay and text on pages 62-65 are excerpted from the February 2005 issue of PittMed magazine.

when the guerrillas arrived, brandishing weapons, the immunization

volunteers in Somalia did not flinch. Two of their colleagues from 

the Global Polio Eradication Initiative had already been taken hostage

by a similar band. Yet this time, the mission came with armed guards. 

A firefight ensued, but even as bullets were flying, the volunteers 

proceeded with the task at hand: to completely wipe polio from the 

face of the earth. 

Fifty years ago, on April 12, 1955, news that the polio vaccine developed

at the University of Pittsburgh was “safe, effective, and potent” 

electrified the world. In 1988, an international campaign began to 

eradicate the poliovirus everywhere, as had been done with smallpox.

Volunteers traveled by canoe on unmarked rivers, climbed untracked

mountains, traversed deserts, and survived deadly gunfire. In 2001 and

2002, at least 500 million children under 5 were immunized each year

thanks to worldwide efforts. Today, stubborn polio pockets remain

only on the Indian subcontinent and Africa. The photographs on these

pages [which were exhibited at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History

March 5–15, 2005, as part of pitt’s polio vaccine anniversary celebration]

document the Eradication Initiative’s heroic work. Brazilian photo-

journalist Sebastião Salgado traveled with the health workers,

recording how a scourge is wiped out, one child at a time. The photos also

capture polio’s prevaccine legacy, in twisted limbs and damaged lives. 

The drive to protect every child in the world goes on. World Health

Organization (WHO) officials hope the disease will be eradicated this year.

Remembering Polio:
The End of Polio
An Exhibition
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INDIA

Left, yoga stretches damaged limbs and
improves mobility for children with polio.
Their state, Uttar Pradesh, has been hit
hard. Of 2,000 new cases worldwide 
in 2000, two-thirds were from there.
Muslim areas were particularly afflicted.
Vaccination teams now include at least
one woman to ensure access to all 
members of each family. 

Below, young people learn vocational
skills, attend schools, and practice music
at New Delhi’s Amar Jyoti Rehabilitation 
& Research Centre. Although India has 
a burgeoning pharmaceutical industry, 
most of its polio vaccine must be imported.

SOMALIA

Right, armed men stand guard as a girl
receives her dose of lifelong immunity.

SUDAN 

Left, a child opens wide for the prescribed
drops. Sudan reported no new polio cases
in 2001, a landmark year. Then last May, 
a Darfur child was found paralyzed by the
virus. The virus had migrated from Nigeria,
where eradication efforts had been 
interrupted by a rumor the vaccine was 
a ploy of the West to make Muslim
women infertile. Epidemiologists warned
Africa was on the brink of another 
epidemic—but the vaccine campaign has
now made up for lost time.

CONGO

Below, a vaccine volunteer on National
Immunization Day summons river traffic
ashore. Canoes will not be permitted to
proceed until all children aboard under

5 have been vaccinated.

PAKISTAN 

With the end of polio in the 
Western Hemisphere, the killed-virus 

Salk vaccine is the only one used. 
In the areas of the world where polio 

has not been eradicated, the live-virus 
vaccine is the one used by WHO and 

others. Right, families in the Thar Desert 
wait as a volunteer administers “just 
two drops” of the live-virus vaccine.
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Remembering Polio:
Making Headlines

Stories written to observe the 50th anniver-
sary of the announcement that the polio 
vaccine developed by the Pitt team was “safe,
effective, and potent” were carried by many
media outlets in addition to those illustrated
on these pages, among them U.S. News &
World Report, the Washington Post, Smithsonian
magazine, Pittsburgh magazine, Associated
Press, the Baltimore Sun, the Chronicle of Higher
Education, Denver Post, Houston Chronicle,
Newhouse News Service, American Medical
News, and National Public Radio.
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“What happened here 50 years ago 

is a compelling example of the 

wonderful things that can be done, 

for the benefit of many, 

when talented, creative, committed people 

join together to advance the common good. 

… may we continue to be inspired by this example.

—Mark A. Nordenberg
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