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Convinced Scient ists at Wash ington that Huma n and 
Bovine Tubercle Bac il li Were Different - Urged Medical 
Men to Study Prevalence of Disease, Not Number of Deaths 

By F. M. POTTENGER, M.D. 

M ARCH 24 will be the sixtieth 
anniversary of one of the 

notable events in medical history, 
for on that day, in 1882, Robert 
Koch anno unced to the world the 
d iscovery of the tubercle bacillus. 

This discovery swept aside the 
th eor y of the hered it ary nature of 
tuber culosis wh ich had held sway 
from the t ime t ha t tu berculosis was 
first known, an d substituted f or it 
the f act that tuberculosis was an 
infectious disease. When the mean
ing of th is discovery was fully un
derstood, it provided our first hope 
for the eradication of t he disease 
because infection could be prevented 
while heredity could not be changed. 

When I wa s a lad of 12 I heard 
our family physician tell my par
ents th at Robert Koch , a German 
phy sician, had discovered the cause 
of tubercu losis . I was especially in
terested because several families in 
our community had been decimated 
by the disease. 

A short tim e before I entered 
medical school Koch announced the 
di scovery of tuberculin . Unfor tu
nately tubercu lin was announced as 
a ''' cure'' for t ubercul os is . Patien ts 
fro m all over th e wor ld, suffering 
from all stages of the dis ease, 
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flocked to Ber lin to be cured. Man y 
died on the way; others wen t away 
disappointed. H o w e vel', some 
sh owed improvement-s-just eno ugh 

A ble to Difl'erentiate 
The fact that it did not act in a 

manner similar to anti toxin in diph
theria was against its acceptance. 
Medical men were expecting a 
"cure" to act quickly , for they knew 
nothing of the fact that immunity 
in tuberculosis is largely a cellular 
affair and slow of development. 

However, a very practical fact 
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came from the disco very of tuber 
culin which depended on its valu e as 
a diagnostic test. By tuberculin we 
are able to differentiate thos e who 
are infected with tuberculosi s from 
those who are not. 

As a result, the Mantoux test has 
become one of the most imp ortant 
features in our modern crusade for 
case-finding. Wholesale testing of 
school children can be carried on 
wit bout injury to the child. The 
result is tbat we are now learning 
what children are infected, and 
more than this, we are quite often, 
by searching for contacts, able to 
find th e source of their infection. 

In 1900 Koch star t led the scien 
t ific world a thi rd time with an im
portant announcement r ega rding 
tuberculosis. This time he stated 
that from his studies he had been 
convinced that th e bacilli which 
cau se tuberculosis in human beings 
and in cattle are different. 

Not Same Bacilli 

This caused constern at ion be
cause prior to that time all bacilli 
had been thou ght to be th e sa me. 
Many nations appointed special 
commi ssions to inve stigate th is sub 

ject, and after sever al years of re
sear ch the f act of the difference was 
establi shed. 

As a result of careful observation 
and study, however, it was finally 
shown that much of th e tuberculosis 
of tbe bones, glands and joints, in 
children, is due to bacilli of bovine 
origin, whil e nearly all tuberculosis 
of th e lung is cau sed by bac illi of 
human or igin. 

This furni shed the basi s for the 
next move in th e prevention of tu 
berculosis: ( 1) eradicating tuber
culosis from dairy herds to prevent 
the nonpulmonary forms of tuber
culosis; and (2) seeking out human 
cases and rendering them harmless 
by education, isolation and cure, to 
prevent pulmonary tuberculosis . 

I was invited to attend an inter
esting private meeting at th e New 
Willard Hotel, in Washington, in 
1908. There Koch wa s questioned 
to see if he would not wa iver in his 
statement th at bovin e and human 
bacilli were different, bu t before 
the session was over no one could 
have any doubt that Koch was posi
tive of the correctness of h is posi 
tion. 

Big News Events in 1882 
Back in 1882, th e year in which Dr. Robert Koch announc ed 

the disc over y of the tubercle bacillus, such things as the following 
were happening: 

Charles Guiteau, as sass in of President Garfield, was hanged 
.. . Jumbo, the Afr ican elephant for which he paid £2,000 was 
br ought to America by Barnum from th e London Zoological 
Society Gardens ... the fir st excavation for Panama Canal was 
mad e ... work was begun on the superst ructure of Brooklyn 
Bridge . . . President Arthur vetoed bill prohibiting Chinese 
immig ration for 20 years . . . copyright law wa s passed . .. Har
vard Ann ex (later known as Radcliffe College) was chartered 
as a college for women.... 

Edison inaugurated fir st commercial electric lighting in New 
York Cent ral Stat ion ... Je sse James was fatall y shot by tw o 
of his band ... American Association of Red Cross was formed 
and incorporated under laws of District of Columbia . .. there 
were strikes, ser ious and of long duration, among iron workers. 
freight handlers, coal min ers, weavers and spinners ... U. S. 
population was 50,155,783 ... Henry Irving, Ellen Terry and 
Sarah Bernhardt were in stage "hits" of th e year. • . . 
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I had th e pleasure of knowin g 
Koch. He was ver y approach able. 
He was not a man wbo sought an
tagonisms but rather a quiet, un
assuming, earn est scientist. 

Ju s t before his death in 1910, 
Koch delivered an address in which 
he emphasized tbe fact that it was 
not the number of deaths from tu
berculosis that medical men sh ould 
s tudy, but the instances of illness ; 
that it was not th e dead but the 
living th at spread the disease. 

25 Years Later 

It has taken us a quarter of a 
centu ry to arrive at th e und er stand
ing which Koch had in 1910. Of 
course, we now see it clearly and 
are seeking to find the acti ve cases 
in tbe community so th at we ma y 
prevent them from infecting others . 
T oday this is th e key to the ant i
tub erculosis pr ogram. 

These great pronouncements of 
Koch sho uld be s ufficient to make 
his name immortal. Wh en Koch di s
covered th e tub ercle bacillus there 
was scarcely an individual in the 
civi lized world wh o did not have :1 
relative or an intimate fr iend suf 
f ering from tuberculosis. But in 
th e br ief space of 60 years the inci
dence has been reduced to less th an 
one-fifth of what it f ormerly was. 

As a result there will be about 
300,000 less deaths from tubercu
losis in the United States this year 
th an th ere would have been had the 
same death rate cont inued as ex
isted in 1882, when th e bac illus W:1" 

discovere d. 

•
 
PROPHECY 

Dr. Koch closed his 'famous paper, 
"The Etiology of Tuberculo sis," 
with the statement: "Wh en the con
viction th at tuberculosis is an ex
qui site infectious dis ease ha s be
come firmly established among 
physicians, the que stion of an 
adequate campaign aga ins t t uber 
culosis will certainly come under 
discu ssion and it will develop by 
it self. " 


