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AND Louis Wilson
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“Strange, isn't it? Each man’s life touches so many other lives,
and when he isn’t around, he leaves an awful hole, doesn’t he?”
—Clarence to George Bailey in the movie It's a Wonderful Life

Walter Reed was a US Army
pathologist and bacteri-
ologist best known for his historic
work in 1900 confirming that the
mosquito is the vector of the disease
yellow fever. Caused by a virus, yel-
low fever was probably transferred

to the Americas from Africa through
the slave trade. At least 25 major
outbreaks killing tens of thousands
had occurred in the Americas in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
The disease was generally thought to
be transmitted directly by patients or
items contaminated by them. But the
mid-nineteenth century marked the
dawn of the golden age of microbi-
ology, with new medical discoveries
occurring frequently.

In 1862, Louis Pasteur demon-
strated that germs were not the result
of spontaneous generation, but rather
they floated in the air, kicking off the
germ theory of disease. Known as
the father of microbiology, Pasteur
also demonstrated that disease could
be prevented by stopping or killing
microorganisms. We continue to
honor his methods of killing germs
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in milk through heating by calling it
pasteurization.

In the 1870s to 1880s, Robert Koch
discovered the bacteria that caused
anthrax, and then the bacillus causing
tuberculosis. In 1883, he also isolated
the bacterial cause of cholera while
investigating epidemics in Egypt. The
discoveries of many infectious caus-
ative agents of disease soon followed.
Microscopes improved, as did meth-
ods to view the microbes. The practice
of growing bacteria in a pure culture
media was developed. Antiseptic sur-
gery to prevent infections followed.
From all of this new knowledge began
the development and use of vaccines
made from killed bacteria.

With the advances in microbiology,
a Cuban physician and epidemiologist
named Carlos Finlay theorized in the
1880s that mosquitoes were spread-
ing an unknown agent through their
bites, and that the transmission of this
agent led to yellow fever. Walter Reed
followed up on Finlay’s work in 1900,
when the US Army appointed him to
lead its new Yellow Fever Commission
in Cuba to study an outbreak among

US troops in Havana. That same year,
Reed was able to prove that humans
got sick after being bitten by infected
mosquitos, and preventive measures
to control mosquitoes soon eradicated
the scourge. In addition to saving
lives, disease prevention enabled

the United States to complete the
yearslong construction of the Panama
Canal in 1914—an effort that France
had previously been forced to halt due
to yellow fever outbreaks.

At the time, Reed’s work was con-
sidered to be an epic public health
breakthrough, and he received many
awards. Today, many recognize his
name from the national military med-
ical center named in his honor and
often featured in the medical care of
US presidents. Often overlooked in
his biographies, however, is the fact
that Reed lived in Minnesota for a few
years. He served as a first lieutenant
medical officer at Minnesota’s Fort
Snelling in 1891-92, and as the medi-
cal examiner of military recruits and
government workers in St. Paul in
1892-93.

Like Reed, Louis Blanchard Wil-
son also came to Minnesota for med-
ical reasons. After graduating from
Pennsylvania State Normal School
in 1886, he moved to St. Paul in 1888
to teach biology at at St. Paul High
School (now St. Paul Central High
School). At the same time, he enrolled



Major Walter Reed, 1902

in the University of Minnesota Med-
ical School. Later, he would become
the first director of the Mayo Clinic
Laboratory in 1905, establishing it as
a premier medical laboratory, and the
first director of the Mayo Graduate
School of Medicine in 1915.

By chance, at the annual meeting
of the Ramsey County Medical Soci-
ety in 1893, Drs. Reed and Wilson met
and established a professional rela-
tionship that would inform and shape
their later successes. Although their
time together was brief and we have
few specific details as to their friend-
ship and collaboration, it is hard not
to speculate how their time together
in Minnesota affected their future
endeavors and successes.

Walter Reed

In 1875, six years after receiving his
medical degree, Reed was commis-
sioned as a US Army first lieutenant

Dr. Louis Wilson, 1905

assistant surgeon. Born and raised in
Virginia, the east coaster was trans-
ferred to 15 different western frontier
military posts, caring for soldiers and
settlers. Reed had broader interests
and applied for a leave of absence

in 1890. Although the leave was not
granted, he was transferred to Balti-
more, Maryland, as an attending sur-
geon and examiner of recruits, and
there he was able to continue studies
at Johns Hopkins University.

At Johns Hopkins, Reed studied
bacteriology under the prominent
microbiologist and physician William
Welch. One biographer noted that the
professors at Johns Hopkins “helped
to change Walter Reed in his 40th year
from an effective and kind but un-
spectacular, possibly even drab, mil-
itary medical man to a scientist and
investigator of the highest order.”*

Surely Reed was very disappointed
when after a year, in October 1891, he

was ordered to Fort Snelling in Min-
nesota. Very little is recorded about
his nine-month stay at the fort except
that his son went to “the High School
in St. Paul from Fort Snelling for a
short period.”?

In August 1892, Reed was trans-
ferred to downtown St. Paul, where
he served for a year as attending
surgeon and examiner of military
recruits of the Department of Dakota.
This military section served Minne-
sota, North Dakota, most of South
Dakota, Montana, and Wyoming. Its
offices were in a building at the north
end of the Robert Street Bridge, and
Reed and his wife and son lived at the
Albion Hotel.

Reed likely chafed at this assign-
ment. His intellectual mind, however,
was active and his first scientific
paper, on erysipelas (a bacterial skin
infection), was published in the
Boston Medical and Surgical Journal
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in 1892. It was followed in the spring
0f 1893 by “Remarks on the Cholera
Spirillum,” which was published

in the Minnesota medical journal
Northwestern Lancet of St. Paul. As
noted, the cause of cholera had been
confirmed just nine years earlier, and
Germany was currently experiencing
a major outbreak.?

Reed wrote to his sister Laura
Reed Blincoe on April 7,1893, “I be-
lieve I am your debtor to the extent of
one letter.  had intended writing but
have been so busy with my bacterio-
logical work—studying the microbe
of Asiatic cholera—that I have got
much behind in my correspondence.”
His studies had been a most welcome
distraction that winter in St. Paul. The
weather had been a brutal annoyance
to the Virginian, with a low tempera-
ture of —27 degrees on February 21
and with 69.8 inches of accumulated
snow. He noted in the letter to his
sister, “What a winter we have had in
Minnesota!"*

With much medical interest on
the recent discoveries of cholera, Reed
presented his soon-to-be-published
paper on cholera at the annual meet-
ing of the Ramsey County Medical
Society on March 27, 1893. Reed was
also able to show cultures of cholera
bacilli that he had obtained from a
colleague in the army medical corps,
Colonel George Miller Sternberg (later
the US surgeon general), who served
as consultant on the disinfection of
ships reaching the New York Quaran-
tine Station during the German chol-
era outbreak. Reed wrote to Sternberg
his “heartiest thanks for the cultures
which arrived in good shape, a few
days ago.” After Reed’s presentation to
the Ramsey County Medical Society,
its members expressed their appreci-
ation when a “vote of thanks was ex-
tended to Dr. Reed for his kindness in
showing his cultures of cholera bacilli
and giving such a clear exposition of
the subject.””
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Reed and Wilson Connect
At the meeting, the University of Min-
nesota Medical School dean, Perry H.
Millard, introduced Louis Wilson,

the Central High School teacher, to
Walter Reed, describing the young
medical student as “a man who had a
laboratory.” Wilson later remembered
that Reed responded “with what for
him was real enthusiasm.” Not much
isrecorded about Wilson's time as

a high school teacher, although the
1890 yearbook section on “Our Teach-
ers” mentions, “There is handsome

L. B. Wilson with his spectacles so
fine.” Wilson informed Reed that the
high school had an “unusually good
biological laboratory.”®

The two immediately began a pro-
fessional relationship. Wilson noted
that Reed “had been transferred to
duty at a point in the army where the
only laboratory equipment provided
consisted of a few test tubes.” Reed
helped Wilson improvise and improve
“fairly effective bacteriological ap-
paratus—mostly from gas ovens and
boilers inherited from a discontinued
Domestic Science Department!” The
older Reed provided the skill and
knowledge, and Wilson “learned from
Doctor Reed the elements of bacteri-
ology.” Reed’s regular duties left him
little time to pursue his scientific in-
terests, but “as he instructed his first
student in the elements of bacteriol-
ogy, Reed felt the deep satisfaction of
encouraging a promising young man
in the field for which he himself felt
such enthusiasm.””

Their collaboration began with
diphtheria, a feared disease that has
been known in humans since the
fourth century BCE. The bacterium
that causes the disease was first
discovered in 1883. Although most
infected persons are asymptomatic,
diphtheria can be lethal, and in out-
breaks up to 10 percent of its victims
may die. The modern diphtheria
vaccine was developed in the 1920s.

The disease had been a well-known
problem in Minnesota since white
settlers first arrived, with periodic
outbreaks occurring in lumber
camps, so it was natural that Reed
and Wilson first collaborated on a
diphtheria research study.®

In New York, Dr. William H. Park
had just developed a technique to di-
agnose diphtheria from a throat cul-
ture swab. Wilson later told the story:

Doctor Reed and I got from Doctor
Park a sample box, holding two
test tubes, one containing a sterile
swab and the other a solidified
serum culture medium. We went
into our own pockets,—in which
there was very little money!—

for funds to have made for us at

a local box factory one hundred
boxes for diphtheria culture out-
fits. These we distributed to sev-
eral physicians in St. Paul asking
as a favor that swabs from throats
of cases of suspected diphtheria
be sent to us.”

This may have been the “first at-
tempt at the examination of throat
cultures for Bacillus diphtheriae west
of New York.”®

Reed's military service in St. Paul
ended on August 31, 1893, after he had
received an appointment as curator
of the Army Medical Museum and
professor of bacteriology in the newly
organized Army Medical School in
Washington, DC. His joint work with
Wilson on diphtheria, however, con-
tinued to influence him, as shown
in 1894 when he was invited to par-
ticipate in a discussion before the
Medical Society of the District of Co-
lumbia on the prevention and control
of diphtheria. Reed later advanced in
rank to major and surgeon.

Louis Wilson
After graduating from medical school
in 1896, “largely because of my expe-



rience with Dr. Reed,” Wilson gave up
his teaching job and became an assis-
tant to Dr. Frank FE. Wesbrook, who had
just been hired as the director of the
newly built Minnesota State Board of
Health Laboratory. Wilson's and Wes-
brook’s primary work was the diagno-
sis of diphtheria from throat cultures.
“The big problem then was diphtheria,
for the disease was widespread and
not too much was known about it.”
They elucidated its mode of transmis-
sion and presented at international
conferences and in medical journals.*®

Wilson and Wesbrook also began
testing for typhoid fever on November
1,1896, four months after the first
publication in France of this test. In
1897, the two researchers had one of
the first American papers published
on this topic after an outbreak in Min-
neapolis.**

In 1905, Wilson began his 38-year
career at the Mayo Clinic. He first
was hired to “organize and develop
its laboratories.” He developed in-
novative laboratory techniques such
as using rapid freezing to examine
tissue while the patient was still in
the operating room, and cameras for
laboratory work. In 1915, he became

the first director of the Mayo Grad-
uate School of Medicine, to which

he devoted himself full-time after
leaving the laboratory in 1920. Under
his direction the school became one
of the premier such institutions in
the world. Perhaps reflecting and
honoring his mentor Reed, during
World War I Wilson took on the addi-
tional role of serving in the US Army,
researching wounds produced by var-
ious projectiles.

Conclusion
Reed’s major medical contributions
about typhoid and yellow fever led to
honorary degrees at Harvard Univer-
sity and the University of Michigan.
Unfortunately, he suffered an un-
timely death in 1902 due to complica-
tions following an appendectomy. The
Walter Reed General Hospital opened
in 1909 and was named in his honor.
Following improvements and changes
over the years, it is now known as
Walter Reed Medical Center, and has
become well known for the care and
treatment of US presidents.

Perhaps both Walter Reed and
Louis Wilson would have gone on to
their successful careers and accom-

plishments if they had never met

in St. Paul. But it is also easy to see
how they synergized each other in
their short time together. With their
age differences, Reed can be seen as
a mentor to Wilson, but Reed also
clearly benefitted from his relation-
ship with Wilson.

Minnesota has had many historic
firsts in medicine, including open
heart surgery, the external cardiac
pacemaker, bone marrow trans-
plantation, and identifying the link
between diet and heart disease. Re-
cently, Minnesota has been seen as an
incubator for the medical and health
care industry—illustrated, for ex-
ample, by the establishment of Medi-
cal Alley in 1984, a global network of
health care organizations—and in a
sense Reed and Wilson served as an
incubator for each other. Reed was
frustrated by his commission in the
hinterlands of Minnesota; Wilson
was just beginning his inquiry into
medicine. Their chance encounter
and introduction enabled them to in-
vigorate their natural intellectual ten-
dencies. Their mutual work changed
both of their lives for the good of all
America and indeed the world. ®
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