
Introduction 

On February 5, 1962, one hundred distinguished microbiologists, 
virologists, and biochemists, including four Nobel laureates, met in a 
New York hotel to pay tribute to Dr. Thomas Rivers, a member 
emeritus of the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research. A fifth 
Nobel laureate, Dr. John Enders, ill in Boston and unable to attend 
the festivities, telegraphed the following message to Dr. Rivers: “We 
the members of the church salute the apostolic father.” 

The recognition that Dr. Enders and others accorded Dr. Rivers 
that day was singularly appropriate. For a period of almost forty years, 
Dr. Rivers had been a dominant figure both as an investigator and as 
an administrator in virus research in the United States. Three months 
later, at the age of 73, he was dead. Dr. Rivers’ death did not mark 
the end of one era in virology or the beginning of another. His career 
in essence spanned the development of virology from its status at the 
beginning of the twentieth century as an adjunct to bacteriological 
study to its current position as an independent discipline, as much 
concerned with the fundamental problems posed by molecular biol-
ogy as with the diseases caused by viral agents. 

This oral history memoir is an attempt to chart the evolution of 
Dr. Rivers’ career. Oral history is a relatively new phenomenon in 
American historiography, and a note as to its development, purpose 
and procedures may serve to put Dr. Rivers’ memoir in perspective. 
In 1938 Professor Allan Nevins, in his handbook of historiography, 
The Gateway to History, urged his fellow historians to establish an 
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Vill Introduction 
organization which would make a systematic attempt to obtain from 
the lips and papers of living Americans an expansive personal record 
of their participation in the political, economic, and cultural life of 
the nation. It was his hope that in this way a unique archive of auto-
biographical material might be prepared for the use of future histori-
ans. ‘l‘here was precedence for Professor Nevins’ proposal. Autobiog-
raphy was an old and vital tradition in western historiography. Fur-
ther, during the nineteen twenties several notable projects had been 
organized for the collection of autobiographies to elucidate the his-
tory of psychology and medicine. Equally important, other social 
scientists, in particular anthropologists and folklorists, had long dem-
onstrated the usefulness of oral traditions for historical research. 

Professor Nevins’ proposals, however, elicited little enthusiasm 
from his contemporaries. Some voiced reservations about the wisdom 
of having historians gather memoirs from the living. ‘They felt that 
such a procedure would of necessity compromise the historians’ ob-
jectivity and in the end lead to the production of self-serving, partisan 
accounts of recent events. Others argued that historians had neither 
the skills nor funds necessary to capture autobiographical interviews 
verbatim. In spite of these and other objections, Professor Nevins 
continued to proselytize for his idea. In 1948, soon after the tape 
recorder was perfected for commercial use, he secured funds from 
several foundations and established an oral history research office at 
Columbia University to carry out the plans he had projected a decade 
before. Professor Nevins’ persistence not only showed a belief in his 
own original vision and purpose, it also reflected the growing need of 
those who worked in contemporary history to find a way of coping 
with some of the complexities created for historical research by mod-
ern technology. 

Historians are agreed that modern society rests in part on founda-
tions created by printing and paper making. These are important not 
only because they rank among the oldest of modern industrial 
processes but because they also serve as catalysts of human thought. 
Newspapers, magazines, books, and a vast mechanically produced cor-
respondence all testify to the pervasiveness of print and paper com-
munication in all facets of our daily public and private life. Indeed 
the one constant result of both business and government seems to be 
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Introduction 1X 
the production of new records. It is a condition that has provoked 
some archivists to make the irreverent suggestion that the best possi- | 
ble thing that could happen to modern historical records was a good 
fire. 

Paradoxically, the industrial process which has created this super-
abundance of records has also produced a technology which threatens 
to deprive the historian in future of a great deal of the substance, de-
tail, and variety usually found in the process of human events. This 
technology, of which the automobile, airliner, radio, television, and 
the telephone are but a part, has created a revolution in communica-
tion that has made the world smaller, changed the tempo of living, 
and transformed the nature and uses of time. Its hallmark is talk. As a 
result of new sound and visual communication, much of the detail of 
human experience, which was previously put to paper because of the 
exclusive nature of print and writing communication, has today been 
sapped from the record and become fleeting and ephemeral. Such ex-
perience, if preserved at all, is only to be found in the memory of liy-
ing men. It is this paradox of simultaneous plenty and scarcity in con-
temporary records that in large measure defines the tasks of those who 
work in oral history. 

In an important sense oral history is misnamed. While it is true 
that the oral historian helps gather an oral memoir, it is equally true 
that such an account is based on a written record. It is precisely this 
record which ultimately determines the course and substance of his 
work. ‘That work may be divided into four parts. Once a subject has 
been chosen to be interviewed, the oral historian, like any other his-
torian, must prepare himself in extant primary and secondary source 
material so as to see and define relevant. historical relationships and 
problems. Second, armed with a tape recorder, he must so handle 
himself and his preparation as to spur the chosen subject’s memory of 
past events. ‘Third, he must gather from his subjects, and other peo-
ple, supporting documents of contemporary demonstration, both as a 
check on the tenuousness of memory and to supplement the account 
gathered. Fourth, he must edit or aid the subject in editing the final 
preparation of the memoir so that it says what the subject wants it to 
say. 

The memoir that emerges as a result of this process is a new kind of 
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Xx Introduction 
historical document. Although it has been created by a participant in 
past events, it is also the creation of the historian-interviewer who has 
in fact determined the historical problems and relationships to be ex-

| amined. ‘This mutual creation contributes to both the strength and 
weakness inherent in oral history memoirs. And it is for this reason 
that the circumstances surrounding the production of any given 
memoir must be clearly set forth. ‘The events leading to the creation 
of Dr. Rivers’ memoir were these. 

In the spring of 1961, soon after beginning research on a projected 
history of poliomyelitis and ‘The National Foundation, I asked Dr. 
Rivers, then Vice President for Medical Affairs of ‘The National 
Foundation, to allow me to record his memoirs. ‘This was not the first 
such request I had made of Dr. Rivers. Five years before, while gath-
ering medical and other scientific memoirs for the Oral History Re-
search Office at Columbia University, I had presented a similar peti-
tion and was refused. ‘This time he consented. I was helped in obtain-
ing that decision by an untoward circumstance. A short time before I 
had approached Dr. Rivers, he was operated on for a malignancy in 
one of his lungs. It so happened that on the day I met with him he 
was more than usually bored by the inactivity that convalescence had 
forced on him, and he seized on my request as a way of escaping the 
confinement of recovery. Dr. Rivers’ consent was not without restric-
tions. Although he agreed to talk with me about his career in science, 
he stipulated that under no circumstances would he speak to me of 
his family or his private life. When I remonstrated that posterity 
would never believe that he had appeared, fully grown and armed, 
from Zeus’s forehead, he agreed to tell me a little about his father and 
mother, but nothing more.. Both the circumstance of Dr. Rivers’ ill-
ness and the restrictions he placed on our talks are important because 
they serve to explain some of the content of his memoirs. 

By nature Dr. Rivers was a curmudgeon.* He had a keen critical 

* Dr. Richard Shope, a long-time associate of Dr. Rivers at the Rockefeller Institute, 
characterized him as follows in a biographical notice he wrote soon after Dr. Rivers’ 

~ death. 
“Although Dr. Rivers was by nature a friendly person, he had the capacity of being 

irascible and pugnacious. He was a difficult and formidable person to oppose and could 
be stubbornly inflexible in maintaining a position. His discussion at scientific meetings 
of findings with which he disagreed could on occasion be so stinging that the audience, 
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mind, possessed a waspish tongue, and loved a good fight. His illness ° 
accented some of these characteristics. Further, from the beginning of 

_ his illness he knew he was suffering from a malignancy. While he 
initially hoped that the operation he had undergone might stem its 
development, by the end of the summer of 1961 he knew he did not 
have long to live. These circumstances not only contributed to his 
candor about himself and his work, they also encouraged him to make 
uninhibited comments and judgments about people he knew in 

.sclence—comments that in ordinary circumstances might have been 
more discreet. His illness affected the conduct of the interviews as 
well. Although on several occasions I saw Dr. Rivers socially in his 
home, at no time would he permit interviews to be held there. All in-
terviews were held in his office at ‘The National Foundation or his 
offices and sickroom at the Rockefeller Hospital. I felt that he in-
sisted on this for two reasons. First, it allowed him to keep the inter-
views on a formal plane, and second, by arranging interviews in his 
office he created an added incentive for himself to carry on his daily 
activities as he had before his operation. In the last seven months of 
his life he came into his office at The National Foundation five days a 
week until his illness required hospitalization two weeks before his 
death. 

- I particularly regretted Dr. Rivers’ decision not to speak about his 
family and private life, because it meant that I was unable toexamine 
with him his home environment and the larger social environment of 
the New South in which he came of age. More important, it 
prevented me from discussing with him his social beliefs or to exam-
ine the impact of his scientific career on those beliefs. 

As a result of both Dr. Rivers’ restrictions and my ultimate purpose 
in writing a history of poliomyelitis and ‘The National Foundation, I 
concentrated my interviews on four basic subjects or problems: the 
development of Dr. Rivers’ medical and scientific education, the evo-
lution of his virus research, an examination of those scientific institu-

even though realizing the correctness of Rivers’ position, often had their personal sym-
pathies entirely with Rivers’ opponent. Many of those who have known Dr. Rivers 
best have felt the sting that he could so picturesquely deliver in an argument. Few of 
us have had the nerve openly to side with his opposition in one of these “knock down’ 
and ‘drag out’ discussions.”’ R. E. Shope, “Tom Rivers.” Journal of Bacteriology, 84:385— 
388, 1962. 
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tions and organizations in which he had played a singular or impor-
tant role, and finally an examination of problems in the administra-
tion of scientific research, as exemplified by the development of polio 
research during the nineteen forties and fifties. | 

My preparation for the interviews began several months before the 
first interview actually took place and was continued throughout the 
course of the interviews, a period of approximately 15 months. Inter-
views were so arranged as to facilitate research and were usually held 
at the beginning and end of each week. In general, the interviews ran 
for no longer than an hour, though an occasional one ran for an hour 
and a half or an hour and three quarters. 

At the end of each interview I would not only outline for Dr. 
Rivers the subject matter or problems that the next interview would 
cover, I would also supply him with copies of letters, documents, and 
scientific papers that might serve to refresh his memory. For his part, 
Dr. Rivers would frequently direct my attention to material that he 
thought might be useful to me in my preparation. In this sense the 
interviews were “prepared.” At every interview I came armed with 
relevant books and documentary material so that if the need to look 
at or quote from such material arose it was immediately to hand. On 
several occasions Dr. Rivers quoted passages from such documents or 
books or asked that such material be inserted later in the memoir. 
Once an interview was completed, it was immediately transcribed. 

While the end product of oral history often looks neat and logical, 
the process itself isn’t, because man’s memory and the course of con-
versation are frequently untidy. Although I tried to examine all sub-
jects and problems with Dr. Rivers chronologically, so as to establish 
a rudimentary outline of development, I was not always successful. 

| Often during the pursuit of a subject, both Dr. Rivers and I were led 
by the nature of conversation and subject matter into making digres-
sions. At times Dr. Rivers would repeat himself. On other occasions 
he would forget a precise date or name of a person. At such time he 
would ask me to find the date or name and insert it in the memoir. 
Such forgetfulness is common at any age and was in no sense charac-
teristic of Dr. Rivers’ memory. His recall of substantive matters was 
prodigious—so much so that it was often a conversation piece among 
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Introduction , Xl 
his long-time colleagues at the Rockefeller Institute and his associates 

~ at The National Foundation. 
When interviews on a given subject were completed, I edited that 

portion of the transcript and submitted it to Dr. Rivers for his ap-
proval. My editing chores in the main consisted in arranging the ma-
terial in chronological and chapter order, eliminating repetitious 
material, and inserting blank dates and names. No attempt was made 
to alter Dr. Rivers’ language, to make him grammatical, nor were the 
expletives and other expressions he was fond of eliminated. Errors of 
fact and interpretation, even when known to be errors, were kept be-
cause such mistakes were often revealing of the man and his thought. 
These I have footnoted passim. 

In the end my method of proceeding chronologically and editing 
the transcript while the interviews were still in progress worked 
against me, because Dr! Rivers died before I could carry my investiga-
tions and interviews much beyond 1958. I was unable therefore to 
examine with Dr. Rivers at least two important subjects, the develop-
ment of the Sabin vaccine after 1958 and the scientific background of 
the decision of ‘The National Foundation to enter the field of birth 
defects and arthritis. 

After Dr. Rivers’ death, I sent portions of his memoir to several of 
his former colleagues and friends mentioned in the text for critical 
comment. Among those who commented on the manuscript were Dr. 
Peter Olitsky, Dr. Peyton Rous, Dr. John Enders, Dr. Joseph Stokes, 
Jr., Dr. Albert Sabin, Dr. David Bodian, Dr. Hilary Koprowski, Dr. 
Thomas Turner, Dr. Jonas Salk, Dr. Joseph Smadel, Dr. Harry Wea-
ver, and Dr. Walter Schlesinger. They sent valuable critical material 
which is appended in various footnotes throughout the text. 

It is an impertinence to tell a reader how to read a book. ‘The na-
ture of a book, however, must be understood. Dr. Rivers’ oral his-
tory memoir is an account of some aspects of the recent history of 
American virology from a particular moment in time filtered by indi-
vidual experience. In no sense is it presented as an exclusive historical 
source. It is rather a corroborative source and guide. As such it is a 
beginning of interpretation, not an end. 
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CHAPTER it | 

Beginnings 

Carter: Be both your legs bedfellows every night together? 
Faustus: Woulds’t thou make a colossus of me that thou asketh me such 
questions? 
Carter: No, truly sir, I would make nothing of you, but I would fain 
know that. 

: Christopher Marlowe, Dr. Faustus 

Q: Dr. Rivers, I wonder if you would tell me something about your ~ . parents. . 
Rivers: My father was named Alonzo Burrill Rivers and was the son 
of Burrill Greene Rivers, who lived in Milner, Georgia. My father was 
born either just before or during the Civil War. My Grandfather 
Rivers was in the Southern Army and received a wound which did not 
incapacitate him. | 

My mother was named Mary Martha Coleman and was born in 
Henry County, near McDonough, Georgia. Later my mother’s family 
moved to Jonesboro and bought a farm and a home there. In addition 
to running a farm, they also ran a hotel in Jonesboro, and it was very | 
close to the railroad station where my father-to-be worked. This is the 
way my father met my mother. 

QO: I take it the railroad was the Georgia Central. 

Rivers: My father worked for the Central of Georgia Railroad as a 
railroad telegrapher. However, he got out of the railroad business 
when the Central of Georgia people insisted that he leave Jonesboro 
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