
Interview with Dr. Albert Sabin
10 November 1973
at his home (2801 New Mexico Ave.
Washington, D.C.

CHILDHOOD IN EUROPE 1906-1920

Dr. Benison: Dr. Sabin, like Charles Dickens, let's begin at the beginning.

Would you tell me something about your mother and father?

Dr. Sabin: My mother and father were born in a small town called Zabladova, which

is probably, I don't know now, 10 miles, something like that, from the larger city

called Bialystok. It was one of those small villages in which Jews were engaged in

various kinds of activities and they were usually activities of either carpenters

or teachers for themselves or small commercial enterprises. They were both born

then when we came to the United States, early in 1921, there she was and still lived

there, met there, and my recollections of that small village are very vague because

when I was a small child before World War I, we used to frequently, on a Friday,

get into a wagon with straw and other things, and livestock, and my parents used

to take me there to see the grandparents. It took a couple of hours.

Dr. Benison: Do you remember your paternal and maternal grandparents?

Dr. Sabin: Yes, I do, very well. I remember my maternal grandfather and grand-

mother somewhat differently because my paternal grandfather died when I was very

young. I remember him as a white-haired, blue-eyed man who was sort of a ••.I had

a feeling he was dynamic, unlike my father who was a very, sort of kindly man;

whereas, his father was a more strong character. My paternal grandmother, I re-

membered much better because she left for the United States before I was born and
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for a number of years. Now, on my maternal side, my grandfather was an expert

cabinet maker, and as were many other Jews at the time, they were making beaut i-

ful furniture for the Polish nobility, or wealthy class nearby, and I remember

the beautiful, beautiful furniture he built. He was also a religious man. And

although my father used to go to the synagogue on high holy days, he was not a

religious man. So it was my maternal grandfather who used to take me to the

synagogue and this actually, at a later stage, made a great impact on me because

of stories that I heard and absorbed in childhood, particularly with reference

to my later going to Palestine, Israel.

Dr. Benison: What was a Friday night like in this little village?

Dr. Sabin: Well, it was something that really meant •••you had a feeling that it

was something holy. Everything stopped. All activities stopped and it was an

occasion for the family to be together, and for the place to be clean and you

would put on your best clothes and try to have the best meal, and then not only

Friday night, then it carried over into Saturday. The special festive atmosphere

carried over into Saturday, and, of course, one of the things that I remember

very well, because it was part of the cultural pattern of the Jews, on Saturday,

you could have the meal that was put into the village oven on Friday night, be-

cause cooking is not permitted on Saturday. And so out of this earthenware pot,

which contained a concoction of things that I don't remember now except if I re-

call correctly, was called chulant. It was something extra special. It made the

meal, and it was a meal that one had after one came back from the synagogue ser-

vices on Saturday morning. Well, these are some of the things that I remember



Interview with Dr. Albert Sabin
10 November 1973
-3-

about those early visits as a pre-school child to this small village. And the

point it that my parents, I think, left rather early. I think they were married

in this small village, if I remember correctly. And then they moved to Bialystok

because that was the center for industry. Now neither my mother nor my father

were like so many others in the area, who under their own steam and initiative,

obtained an education that went beyond the religious type of education that they

got. So, after they were married, they both went to work in the textile mills

of Bialystok and they moved there. My father was a weaver and my mother was, oh,

I don't know what they call it••.but it's a process in the textile operation in

which •••something called about the (incomplete sentence).

Then, actually the life of the family was in Bialystok. My recollections, of

course, are very •••but some things are very vivid. For example, I have a brother

who was born four years before me. He was also sort of the dominant child in the

family, a very handsome, very smart, young fellow who preceded me in everything .••

school, so on.

Dr. Benison: What was his name?

Dr. Sabin: David. He's still alive. Now he lives in _

New Jersey. He had an interesting career, but unfortunately, for the last ten or

twelve years, he's been incapacitated by a very serious stroke. Then, after me,

there was another child born. This was at two year intervals. Another child was

born who was a hydrocephalic and he died very early in 1906, so that when I came

after another two year interval, at least so my mother told me, and I think perhaps
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the other children felt it, I had a special significance for her. And being

afraid to move me I was a very special child.

Dr. Benison:

Dr. Sabin: Well, I don't know that word. And, then two years later, a sister

came and then after a longer interval, a six year interval, another sister. So

there were four of us alive.

Dr. Benison: May I have your sisters names?

Dr. Sabin: Yes, the sister who is in California, incidentally, is Beatri~. After

she came to this country, she was Rebecca, and the youngest sister is Florence.

Frankly, I don't know what she was called in the old country. Or at least I don't

remember now. Now during those early years, I have very few memories of our life

in Bialystok, except the fact that on the weekends, the Sabbath. And the Sabbath

for us was not Sunday; it was Saturday •••Friday and Saturday. Bialystok was a

community, a city, well developed by the standards there, a hundred thousand people,

of whom about 70,000 were Jews. And the Jews lived within their cultural pattern.

Many of them, of course, a very large number, continued to live within their cul-

tura1 pattern even though their education, however difficult it was to acquire,

because of the difficulties to get into Russian schools, would migrate out. But

the vast majority lived within a very specific Jewish cultural pattern. So that

particularly on Saturday and on Saturday night, I remember being taken to the park.

And my very wonderful recollections, it seemed, like a very beautiful park. And

we would promenade, and there was a band playing and that I have vivid recollections

about. As a matter of fact, I tried to recapture it when, in 1958, the Polish
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government asked me to come for consultation, and one of my conditions was could

I be taken back there, to Bialystok. And I wandered around and that park was

still there. Opposite it was the castle which now had been turned---------
into a medical school. But everything seemed so puny, so small because my associ-

ations in that park were those of a very small child and the stream which was very

big, was now very small and so on. Again, this was a very vivid memory. And,

also memories of people who walked a lot, promenades, and then because we lived not

too far from the surrounding countryside, we used to hike into the forest. The

forest was very beautiful. Then, another memory that comes to mind is of an early

association with a boy about my own age who lived, oh, about 10 minutes walking

distance from where we lived. This family was much wealthier. They had a sort

of iron works shop, in which many people were employed. And they were a very in-

teresting family and we had many associations, so that actually my first schooling,

as I recall, probably beginning at age four and so on, was from an older sister of

this friend of mine. And then I don't remember whether I was five years old or

four or thereabouts, like so many other Jewish boys in that area, I was sent to

a Jewish school called a cheder, in which you received instructions in the Hebrew

language and alphabet and also Yiddish; the language we used at home was Yiddish.

Dr. Benison: Do you remember your ?

Dr. Sabin: No, I don't remember. I don't have very pleasant associations with it.

I remember I used to have to walk •••it was quite a distance from the home, but as

I walked, I then picked up my friend and we walked together, and it seemed like a

---~~~~~~~~~~------------------------------
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terrific distance, to a very busy central section. But this continued only for

about a year or so, maybe a little more, and at the same time I was learning some

Russian by being tutored by my friend's sister. Of course, the language of the

so called intelligencia was Russian. It was not actually considered to be a part

of Poland, but at the time of my birth, the schools, the non-Jewish schools, were

Russian schools. Very few Jews were admitted, but the language was Russian, not

Polish; so I learned some Russian. And then World War I broke out.

Dr. Benison: Before World War I breaks out, Dr. Sabin, I'd like to know something

of the obviance of living in Bialystok. For example, it was a military town ••.the

Russian sixth army was garrisoned there. There had been a long tradition of

pograms, for example. There was a very early pogrom in 1906. There was the Bei1e's

affair when you were a young child in Kiev. And I wanted to know what the obviance

of the pogroms meant to you.

Dr. Sabin: Some of the things that I remember from reading later. But some of the

things I remember from .••vaguely, some quite vividly from personal experience.

Naturally, around the time of my birth, which I cannot remember, there was one of

the worst pogroms, which means mass murder of Jews, in the area. And they did not

start with, let's say, the army breaking out in the territory. They started, as I

was told by my parents, because obviously I wasn't there at the time. They started

very often by a sermon in the churches, accusing the Jews of killing their god, and

it was because of sermons like that, almost every week, but sometimes it would be

a particularly vitriolic one, and then very often it started with a bunch of

hooligans who got drunk, and they were fired up and what the background, what the
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spark was that started it off, was difficult to tell. But suddenly a mob would

develop and they just, whether it be on the streets or in the homes, they would

break and they would start fires and they would kill. And the police would sta~d

by. You must remember at that time the Jews were not organized into groups to

fight back. They were not fighting back. They were submissive. This submissive

spirit was built up by centuries of • (incomplete sentence)-----------
But later, as a result of terrific suffering, it was changed, but that was the

submissive period. We didn't fight back. Furthermore, you didn't have a chance

to fight back. Because even though you were more numerous, you have no organization

to fight back. So the police stood by and then drunken soldiers .•.I do not have a

recollection of being told except it did occur in other places .••the soldiers would

just join in for the general fun of killing Jews. So that you brought up the

feeling •.I grew up, when I began to remember, of thinking of Russian soldiers as

murderers, you see•••as absolute barbarics. And the same way of many of the

Christian neighbors acting as barbarics. I had a personal experience which I still

carry to my present day. I've referred to it on a number of occasions before.

As a very small boy, I think I was walking with my buddy and others •••whether I

was 4 or 5 years old now, I don't remember. But it was on a Sunday; I was walking

home and church had just let out. And out came a bunch of youngsters infuriated

apparently again at what they'd heard the priest say, and there they saw a couple

of Jewish boys. And in the spirit of true Christian love, they began to yell,

"Jews, Jews, Jews". And they picked up rocks and began to throw rocks at these

two helpless 4 or 5 year olds. This was the extent of the teaching of the

----~----------------------------------------....,j
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Christian spirit which I think has had an influence later on about looking at

the, let's say, philosophy of religion and the practice of religion, and this ap-

plies to all kinds and forms, orthodox religions, whether they be Christianity or

Judaism or Communism or whatever. The philosophy and the practice are two differ-

ent things. But one of those sharp stones hit me within 1/4" of my left eye at

the angle of the eye, the outer angle, but for this accident of missing my eye by

1/4", I would have been blinded for life because I have vision only in my left eye.

I didn't discover until much later that I had a congenital amblyopia in my right

eye, and if my left eye had been hit by this rock directly instead of on the bone

1/4" away, I would have been blinded for life. Now, this is the kind of memory that

stays with you for life. So, if you want to know what the atmosphere was ..•about a

feeling toward an army and all this, this is very important. But this is a vivid

memory that I have. Nevertheless, there were, of course, with individuals, some

of the friendliest relations.

In the same house in which I grew up, was a German family, because there were many

Germans living in the area, too. And we had the most cordial, cordial relations.

And the reason I want to say that, and also Russian or Polish families, again, you

see, there's always this difference between personal relations when people live in

intimacy, and those which are somehow then expressed, themselves, as a result of

some infuriating spark.

Dr. Benison: You know, that's very interesting. Here is Bialystok, which is

three-quarters Jews, and in that sense, a majority. But the actual condition of

life makes them a minority. Now, when you say your house, was it a tenement; was

it a small house?



Interview with Dr. Albert Sabin
10 November 1973
-9-

Dr. Sabin: Well, you see, this tenement thing is an American business. It was

actually a small house. I have recollection of first living in a wooded area.

It was a wooden house, and I think there were probably two families living in

it--one was a German family, and my own family. And after that, a little further

down, again, I have a recollection of living in a house that was sort of a group

of houses in which we lived alone, because by that time, already my father and

mother gave up working in the factory •••somebody else's place, and they put up

nearby, a place of their own. And I remember well we had water, gardens and trees.

Actually there were no tenements. I mean there were some down in the center of

town that were very bad, but I remember my family, as a child, always living on

the periphery, so I was always surrounded by trees.

Dr. Benison: Dr. Sabin, one of the joyful things of being a child is that you

have particular games. Do you remember playing any games as a child?

Dr. Sabin: I don't really remember. Because frankly, my parents were poor.

When other kids had roller skates, I didn't have any roller skates. When other

kids had a bicycle, I didn't have a bicycle. I remember, actually, the only

game I remember playing is football, it's called soccer. You see, we'd get to-

gether in a field and kick the ball around, and that was probably the only game.

And then walking in the woods and •••.

Dr. Benison: What does a little boy do? Do you stay with your books?

Dr. Sabin: You study. Beyond playing with the ball and hiking and so, I frankly

don't remember what games we played. What I remember is during special holidays.

My memory is vague.

--- --- ------- --
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Dr. Benison: How was your time used? Were you told you were going to school,

you study?

Dr. Sabin: Well, as a matter of fact, one began school rather early and it took

up a great deal of the time. After school, you studied. You sat there at home

learning your script and reading, and then after that, I would go to my friend's

house and have his older sister teach us Russian. So actually, while there were

childhood games, it was a pretty full thing. It was a pretty full life.

Dr. Benison: Now, one of the things that is interesting about Jews in the Bialystok

area, was their participation in the labor movement, and that labor movement was

partly political •••for example, the bund.

Dr. Sabin: Let me tell you something right away. My father was not an activist

and my mother was never an activist. My father, I think, had only one dedication

in his life. That was the recollection of my father. He was dedicated to my

mother. It was really wonderful to grow up in a family in which my mother was

the dominant person. And she very often didn't behave too well toward my father.

But my father, I have a recollection of being the kindliest person. I wish I

would have inherited more of his traits than more of my mother's traits. But he

was dedicated to my mother. He was never involved in any labor activities or

anything else. My mother was the one with initiative, and so they decided to work

for themselves instead of somebody else. And that's how they broke away from some

of the problems of labor. So that from personal recollections, I have none. Be-

cause I was too young and it was not a problem in my house because my parents were

___________________________________________ ....1
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not participants. My mother worked very hard to bring up the family. They both

worked very hard. They wanted us to go to schoo1 •••a1l the children to be sent

to school, because I'll tel~you later, once the German army invaded (and this is
I

another episode I don't want to skip over), I was sent to private school where

everything was taught in German and they had to work very hard to be able to send

me and my brother, and then my younger sister.

Dr. Benison: Was there reading at home?

Dr. Sabin: No, as a matter of fact •••you see, what happened was, and one of the

reasons we were still there when World War I broke out, was that because the whole

family after the pogrom of 1906, and even some left before, everybody went to the

United States. We were the only ones of our family left there. My mother had a

cousin or something like that. And the reason we remained was because my maternal

grandmother was sick at the time and so my mother had this obligation, and so we

were caught. World war broke out. But my maternal grandmother died and then my

maternal grandfather came to live with us. And, of course, he was a cabinet maker,

but he couldn't work anymore and he didn't have any activities anymore. But he

built some really lovely, princely looking furniture for our own home. And what

did he read? He read the Bible. So that when he would take me with him ••.see this

was the association with my maternal grandfather •..because by the time of WW I, my

maternal grandfather had already died. I'm not at all sure that he wasn't a

bon vivant .••that he didn't drink a little too much •••I think he died when I was

two years old or something. Well, my maternal grandfather would very often take
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me by the hand and I would sit and read the Bible with him. As far as other

reading was concerned, I know my mother and father did some reading, but I frankly

don't know.

Dr. Benison: Well, the reason I ask this question is that this is really a very

rich, cultural period.

Dr. Sabin: I would say I was not brought up in a family which had a rich, cultural

background, contrary to what, let's say, I have obtained for a very large segment

of the Jewish population. Because the Jewish population of Bialystok has brought

forth some extraordinary people. Then, we became leaders in world affairs, like

Litinov, who became the first foreign minister in the Bolshevik regime, and many

others. It was a rich life, but my parents were out of that mainstream. So I

would say they had to work so hard, from morning to night, to just keep things

togehter.

Dr. Benison: So, would it be fair to say that on the eve of WW I, a good portion

of the family had either migrated to America or had been killed?

Dr. Sabin: Yes, first there is a period early in the 20th'century when they were

killed and all the others, including my paternal grandmother, were in the United

border, Prussia, and we could heard bombardments for months. I don't remember

States.

Dr. Benison: Now, do you remember the outbreak of the war? What happened?

Dr. Sabin: Dh, very well. In the first place, we were quite close to the German
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exactly how many months after the outbreak of war, in 1914, the German army came

in. But I remember certainly hearing artillery bombardments for a long time, and

then the vividness for a child of the events before any army comes marching in to

take over. Aside from the bombardment, I remember very vividly how the Russians

were evacuating. How the first scouts came in on motor cycles. Now the Germans

were much more motorized already in 1914 than the Russians. And I remember the

scouts coming in and gunfire. Obviously, we stayed in our house. I also remember

a few planes coming over and the soldiers were trying to shoot them down with

their rifles. But, after the scouts came in and the sniping and so on, the German

army came marching in. Now, I'll never forget the first impression, as a child,

because it had a bearing later ••.the experience with the Nazi army ••.how I regarded

and I think was also the attitude, feeling of all of the Jews in Bialystok ••that

when the German army came marching in, the contrast between the Czarist barbarian

Russian soldiers and the Germans coming in, it was like being liberated. I re-

member marching down with the troops, because you know like little boys everywhere,

because when they came marching in, the Russians were already out •••marching down

the street, the main streets, with them and there's a big church along one of the

main streets, with a big area around it that was empty and they broke for a rest.

And I sat down, I remember, next to a troop of German soldiers, and they were

civilized in comparison with the Russian barbarians. And I sat down and he took

out to eat his midday meal. And we were a little hungry because for days before

there was no food coming in, and with my big eyes I was looking at what he was

eating and he couldn't help noticing. Because one of the things the German soliders
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then had was this black pumpernickel and butter. And they would have this
_____________________ on which you'd put a thick slice of black bread and more

than equal thickness or twice the thickness of butter. And he took his stuff and

gave it to me. And then there was almost an immediate warm relationship that

grew up between the invading German army and certainly the small children population

that was there, and the Jews were just without •.•I don't think there was exception ••.

pro-German. Pro-German, why? Pro-German because they had won the sympathy of the

people by their behavior. Because they behaved not like a conquering army; they

behaved like a very civilized group of people who immediately got things moving

again. And as a matter of fact, some of the best recollections of my early life

are those which accompany the German army occupation.

Now, immediately after the occupation they didn't bring food with them. And I

remember myoId brother, who was four years older than I, starting out for peri-

phering the countryside because in the countryside there were farms, and we went

on long hikes to get food for the family. And then, of course, German armies would

be marching and either wagons or motorized vehicles, and we didn't stop to hitch-

hike, but when they saw these two scrawny kids down the road, they would pick us

up and give us a ride. And I remember it was an occupation for quite some time

until things got stabilized and food was no longer scarce because we would go out

into the countryside and try to get some food from this farmer, that farmer, a

little bread, a few potatoes, a little greens.

Dr. Benison: But later the region becomes a battleground.
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Dr. Sabin: No, as a matter of fact, the Germans so quickly pushed back with

within a month almost of their occupation, the war was something that you would

read about in the newspapers. Things quickly stabilized, production began, the

Germans brought in orders for textiles and other things, and there was a busy

life. Then, of course, there were schools re-established and I remember very

shortly thereafter, a private school was established in which everything was

taught in German. So that my first non-Jewish education began in a private

school where everything was conducted in German. And from about age 7 to 11, or

thereabouts, I learned German and that is why I can still, although I've forgotten

my vocabulary is limited, when I do read/speak German, it is definitely deutsche,

and the accent, and I learned, of course, not only arithmetic, algebra, history,

and geometry, it was a well rounded education. There is one amusing incident,

however, because we were also trained on gymnastics and what not, and we learned

to click our heels, you see, when we stood at attention. And this is an after-

thought now, because years later when WW II broke out and I was commissioned in

Asia in the United States army attached to the Surgeon General's office, and I

reported for duty in the Surgeon General's office, reflexed, unconsciously going

back to my childhood •••when I saluted the man who was to be my commanding officer,

I clicked my heels. And I said, "Oh, God, what have I just done? That goes back

to my childhood!" Well, for years, I clicked my heels.

Dr. Benison: Dr: Sabin, so we have the beginning of a war, and strangely, a

stabilization ••.
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Dr. Sabin: Til the Germans lost •••began to lose •..and this was about 1917.

We had three years of a very good life.

Dr. Benison: And then came 1917 .••

Dr. Sabin: And then came 1917-18 when the Germans .•.when the Russians were beaten

first, then the Germans won, and there was the Treaty of Bresletov, and then

finally 1918, because the German's were there for four years, in 1918, when the

Germans lost and the treaty was signed and the Polish republic was set up and

when the Germans moved out and Polish troops moved in. They were the same bar-

barians as the Czarist armies. For the Jewish population of Bialystok, these

were a bunch of barbarians. They never asked for anything •..they took. They

practically spit in your face and they behaved exactly like those miserable

hooligans that I remembered from my childhood. So when the Polish troops came into

an area that now became Poland, it was not being liberated from the Germans ••.it

was like another barbaric army moving in. From the point of view of the Jewish

population and others, and perhaps not from the point of view of the very small

percentage of Poles who were there, who incidentally were always among the first

in the pogroms usually ••• You see again, the contrast in population, I say the

Poles. Certainly not all the Poles. But in the Polish population, even later

in WW II, there was an element of barbarism against Jews, which I feel was a

consequence of their education in their churches, again the practice of their

religion, which didn't stop with the Inquisition in l490 •..which brought out the

worst.
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And it was again a bad period. So, what happened there was very interesting

because this German school that I went to, of course, was abolished and instead •.•

of course, I don't think I wanted to, they established Polish schools. But Jews

were not admitted, so instead a private school was established in which everything

was taught in Russian. So that from first learning everything in German, I was

transported into a school in which everything was taught in Russian. And it was

at that period cf time that I acquired my Russian accent, which was so good that

even though I forgot the language and the alphabet when I first went to the Soviet

Union in 1956, as soon as I learned, recaptured a few words and the alphabet, I

could say the things that I said with a Russian accent which was certainly not

worse than my English accent is now. And the people just couldn't believe that

I couldn't say more. There are more dramatic things to show how circumstances

and leadership changes the behavior of armies.

The Poles had not been there more than a year when the Bolshevik armies under

Klutsky began to march on Warsaw. We were right in line and so there was war

again. And I remember again the bombardment. And I remember the Bolsheviks

chasing the Poles out. But 10 and behold, now come back the same Russians who

were there in the Czarist armies .••as Bolsheviks. And it was like a complete

and total transformation. Because by then I was already older ..•l was, I think,

12 or 13 years old, and I remember that it was almost as if you had an army who

was coming in to convert you to a new religion. They wanted to win you over to

their religion. So that under their commanders, if anybody was caught plundering,

he was shot and put up on the street.
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It reminded me a little later, when I was in China, when I was told by Chinese

that the Chinese communist, when some of their people were caught stealing or

something else, they had their hand chopped off. Well, here under war conditions,

the Bolshevik commanders would shoot any soldier caught plundering the civilian

population. And they would gather the people around them as they would break, and

marches on the streets, in trying to tell them about how things were changing, etc.,

etc. Now, there are many of the population of Bialystok who were entrepreneurs

and they immediately suffered. Their factories were confiscated, labor committees

were established. I mean, the religion went with the army, but when it comes to

personal relationships, the individual soldier by the virtue of the discipline

and the indoctrination that he was actually fighting for a new faith, for a new

life, behaved like a totally different individual. This is something I never

forgot and that is something that made me a person who is essentially an optimist

about the behavior of gooks of people .•.that leadership can change the behavior
of a mass of population. That the Germans who were so wonderful and civilized in

1914 to 1918 under whom I lived, could then under a different leadership become

barbarians that were so much worse than the Czarist Prussian troops ••.its unimaginable.

Dr. Benison: You're speaking of the behavior of the Russian troops and their

leadership reminds me that the general in command of the German troops on the

eastern front originalty was Ludendorf and he was a notorious anti-Semite. And

yet in terms of policy, it was different. Now with the war and with revolution,

was there ever any talk within the family about leaving Bialystok?
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Dr. Sabin: Oh, yes, the idea of rejoining the rest of the family was alive dur-

ing the entire period. There was never any idea of remaining there. So the

question was when and how and how soon would it be possible. And it did become

possible after the Poles began their offensive and chased the Bolsheviks out.

The Bolsheviks weren't there too long .••and then in 1919, finally, we began on

our rejoining the rest of the family in the United States.

Dr. Benison: Were there letters?

Dr. Sabin: Yes, yes. Because then we received some money and actually the trek

to the United States was not an easy one. We left in 1919, even though we didn't

arrive in the United States •••

Dr. Benison: Well, what was the trip like?

Dr. Sabin: The trip from where?

Dr. Benison: Well, from Bialystok.

Dr. Sabin: I do not have too clear a recollection, but finally we had tickets,

we had things, and we were not really poverty stricken because I remember my

father making himself a beautiful fur-lined coat because he felt in the United

States it would be something magnificent. I think we were all dressed very well

and we had some worldly good, which obviously we had to leave behind. But every-

body was just dressed. Of course, we had to chuck it away the moment we arrived

in the United States. But we started our trip •••of course, not with enough money

to travel properly.
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There were all sorts of problems then. You must remember about immigration into

the United States. I remember our first docking when we left everything. It

was early in the morning and it was still dark, and we got into a horse drawn

carriage with our various valises and everything and got on a train to go to

Warsaw. I was 13. This was the first time in my life I was away from this town,

except in the small villages nearby and the forests surrounding. It was the first

time in my life I was on a train, and we traveled to Warsaw. When I arrived in

Warsaw, Warsaw was as to Bialystok in the way New York City is to some little

town in the middle west. But we traveled, as I recall now, under the auspices

of the Joint Distribution Committee, where emmigrants were handled as sort of a

group. And we were taken to some place where we had to stop, only to move on

further. And we slept and stayed in some miserable place in Warsaw. During the

first few days we spent in Warsaw, I remember walking around and seeing things

vaguely, but it was a feeling that, "my God, there is another world" ..•I just

didn't realize until then. Then after a while, we were taken, again as a group,

on the train to Danzig where we were supposed to get the ship that would take us

to the United States. But instead, we were put in a camp with barbed wire around

it and we waited .••r don't know how many weeks •..and the ship never came. And the

next thing I recall is that we were put on a train to go to Holland, and for the

first time on this train, I was going through Germany. We even stopped in Berlin.

The impression from this young lad were really recording themselves in a way that

r now find difficult to vividly express into words. But it was a very moving

period. Of course, by that time, I already knew a number of languages, because I

knew German quite well. I knew French because it was taught to me. I knew Russian.
Also, in preparation for coming to the United States, I took private English lessons

so I could handle myself.
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At any rate, we finally arrived; I think it was Antwerp or Rotterdam, and there

again was a period of long waiting until we finally were put on a ship for the

United States, in steerage, which is not like tourist class these days, I can

assure you.

Dr. Benison: Did you have to carry your own food?

Dr. Sabin: No, it was served on long wooden tables, with benches along, and I

was seasick most of the time, vomiting my guts out, except maybe the last day. It

was certainly a very poor memory ...a memory of this period because it wasn't a

quick transition from Bialystok to the United States. What the fact is was hold-

ing things up, I don't know, but as you may recall, its an historic fact that mi-

gration into the United States at that time was so extinct that there probably

weren't enough ships, and no such thing as reservations that were made. And again,

I think it was under the Joint Distribution Committee at the time that was handling

masses of people. But the arrival in the United States was something really, really _

never to be forgotten because of, although like other emmigrants, we arrived at
Ellis Island, and I think it was late January or early February 1921. More than

half a century ago. And an uncle of mine, with whom I was then to live, the hus-

band of my father's sister, had friends who were influential at Tammany Hall. And

we had a private reception. We were very quickly removed and wisked away in auto-

mobiles to meet the whole family. And to be brought into New York was an extra-

ordinary transition •..a new life, of course, something that makes a difference in

a way that one can hardly imagine. Because I often thought to myself later on,
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when I went to Germany right after the war and when I went back to Bialystok in

1958 and saw the mass graves of the murdered Jews, and there "for the grace of

God", as the standard saying goes, "am I". And how this event changed the whole

course of my life as it did the course of the lives of so many .•.one might say,

hundreds of thousands.

Dr. Benison: Was there a royal family greeting after all this?

Dr. Sabin: Oh, yes, obviously the family ••.because we had tremendous, very large

families, both on my father's and mother's sides. They were not rich, but they

were pretty well to do because, you see, their children, many of their children,

were grown, particularly the older members, aunts and uncles, and well-educated,

and so on. But that's another chapter.

Dr. Benison: Dr. Sabin, were you going to settle in New York?

Dr. Sabin: No. I think it was quite obvious from the beginning that the family

would settle in the nearest textile center, which was Patterson, New Jersey •..that

area. The family was actually scattered and I'm mistaken where the family ties

were. The majority was in the New York-New Jersey area. I had only one uncle who

lived in Atlanta, Georgia. He was my mother's brother, whom I resembled very much,

although he was much handsomer. A wonderful person. He went to serve the U.S.

Army in 1913, or something like that, and he was stationed there, met a girl there,

married there and brought up a bunch of Georgia-born, Georgia-bred cousins. But

he was sort of a loner from most of us. Now, very soon after arrival, we stayed
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with one or another member of the family. It was decided that my father would go

to work or the family would settle in Patterson, New Jersey. But before that, I

had to get some training. Although I knew a little English, I wasn't ready to

enter high school and I didn't want to lose any time. So I went to live with one

of my aunts and cousins. She was an older sister of my father's. And for a while

they lived in Brooklyn. Her married name was Chesler. And there were two sons.

They were both civil engineers and the idea was that they were going to be my

tutors, for about five or six weeks, or however long it would take until they felt

I was ready to go and ask to be enrolled in Patterson High School. So while the

family settled in Patterson, New Jersey, I was living with my uncle, my cousins,

and they, of course, were busy during the days. They had very good jobs as civil

engineers, but come the evenings, they would take me in hands, and I went through

English, and American history, and mathematics, at which they were particularly

good, and all sorts of other things. And during the day, while they were working,

I was studying and boning up. At the end of about five or six weeks, they thought

I was already speaking English so well and had caught up on American history and

English literature and math and all the things I would need, they said, "All right,

you go now and see where you can enter into high school". So I rejoined the family
in Patterson, and went to high school with credentials from my _

in Bialystok, which they couldn't read. They said, "Well, where about does it fit

into our curriculum?" Well, by that time I knew what high school organization was

like from my cousins, and I said, "Well, to be quite frank with you, if I had not
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lost any time in traveling for months and being away from school (and I believe

this was in March 1921), I would now be in my second year in high school". So

they said, "How can we •.••?" And I said, "Well, suppose you give me an examination

in the subjects that are now being taught in the second year high school, and if

you think that I can continue, all right. Otherwise, put me where you think". Well,

it seems I made out pretty well and so they put me in second year high school where

I continued not only as if I were a stranger coming to a new land and everything

else, but as if I hadn't lost any time at all. It shows that the tutoring was

pretty damn good. And then I had absolutely no trouble whatever in passing with

good grades, at the end of the school year, because I recall that a special kind

of concern, not so much on the part of my school mates (I did develop one or two

buddies), but all my teachers. And this I shall never forget. All my teachers just

went out of their way to be helpful. If I would do something especially good, they

would praise me. If I would do it bad, there was sympathy and an attempt to correct

me. I shall really never forget the wonderful treatment I received at the hands of

my teachers at Patterson High School in 1921.

Dr. Benison: One of the things that was apparently easy for you was the aculturation

process.

Dr. Sabin: As a matter of fact, you see, during the period before I spoke only

English, almost from the moment I arrived in the United States and then in high

school, the only problem was that the things that were important to my classmates

and for which they had time, you know, to be in sports after school, I didn't,
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because it was pretty tough going for the family and I got a job after high school

in a clothing store for ladies. I wrapped packages, I delivered packages, and then

I would come home at night and study, so I really had no spare time at all. I had

a youth that consisted of work, work, work.

Dr. Benison: Now your process of acculturation we know about. What were the problems

the family had?

Dr. Sabin: Well, my brother was four years older than I, believed that we had to

go to work to help support the family. So he went to work in textiles, along with

my father. And he did not continue his education. My brother, although he did not

have on-going formal education in the United States, nevertheless indulged in self-

education. Actually his English became very good, very fast. I think within a

matter of two years, he spoke without an obvious accent. But he also married young,

and I think this also influenced his freedom of action; whether he wanted it or not,

I don't know. He married young; I think within two years if I remember correctly,

after coming to this country. I think he's been married now for 50 years at least,

and developed his own life. He had children. And then it became a matter of doing

the best possible job where he was working and taking care of his family; and there

were few outside activities. So I would say that it was not a life in which, let

us say, cultural activities or intellectual activities played a very dominant role.

However, he obviously had very-good qualities because within a relatively short

time (and I don't remember precise years), he rose to positions of leadership and

management, and ultimately became manager of a very large enterprise with hundreds
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of men. I think I've already mentioned that his relations were so good, both

with management and labor, that he became an official labor arbitrator. He con-

tinued in this for a number of years, until I think 1960 or thereabout, he had

one of the most terrific strokes and just blew most of his brain out. And he
became really for many years completely and he carried

on somehow. (incomplete sentence) However, he received a great deal of grati-

fication from his children and grandchildren. Because ultimately, his grandchildren

were almost the age of my children. For some other reason, this comes later. His

son's name is William Albert Sabin, and was a very, very good student. He won a

scholarship at Yale and he also played the piano like a dream. I don't want you

to think that when I say intellectual activities in the home were not uppermost, I

don't want to say it was , because you see how our---------------
children were brought up. (incomplete sentence) Actually he won a scholarship at

Yale and his interests were in the direction of literature--not in any professions.

And he was so good that for years he played the carillon towers at Yale. And while

he was studying for his Ph.D. in literature, he met a very lovely girl. She's
really a dream. She came from a very well to do Boston-Irish family and they were

first opposed to the marriage. But they married, and this nephew of mine is now

at McGraw-Hill. He has a very important job. The daughter did not acquire great

intellectual achievements. She got married; she was very good looking. Her daughter

now, his grandchild, was among the first when I think it was Yale that converted to

co-ed, she won first place. So there seems to be a Yale tradition in this family.

Of course, my nephew, William Albert, now in good Catholic tradition, I think had
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six or seven children. But his wife continues to teach in between children be-

cause she teaches English literature across the river in New Jersey.

Dr. Benison: Dr. Sabin, instead of this diversion into your brother's family, in

a sense, when your brother gets married, you become the first son in the family .•.

you are the next oldest.

Dr. Sabin: At that same period, when he got married, I was out of high school •..

in 1923, 50 years ago, and the moment I got out of high school, I left Patterson,

New Jersey; I left my family and went to live in New York City. So I would come

home only occasionally on weekends.

Dr. Benison: Now who did you go to live with?

Dr. Sabin: That's another story. When I left high school, I obviously had no

money whatsoever with which to pay tuition. My inclinations were peculiar at the

time •••quite different from what I ended up in. Because the only extracurricular

activities in which I could engage, because I couldn't play baseball, I didn't

have time for sports, was the Literary Debating Society. I don't recall with any

clarity at all any of my activities then, except that I did have a capacity for

debating. And I thought that probably I wanted to study law, because many people,

my advisors in high school, all said I should be a lawyer •••"you're good at de-

fining a point and you handle yourself very well". And I wanted to study law, but

there was no money to study law. My father's sister was married to a dentist,

Sigmund Sidney. They lived in New York City and they had only one child, her
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daughter by a previous marriage, who subsequently turned out to be the famous

movie star, Sylvia Sidney. When I got out of high school, she was probably as old

and was already studying at the theatre guild school. So this uncle of mine by

marriage, says to me, "We have no son, we have no children .•.if you will study

dentistry, I will pay your way. You can come to live with us in New York"; and

so I had an alternative. I had the bloodiest intention ever .••the thought of

being a dentist» but this was my entry into high education. So I went to live

with my aunt and uncle, and I started in New York City actually in June 1923, right

after high school» because to be admitted to pre-dental school, I didn't have enough

biology, so I had to take a summer course. So I started right away with the summer

course in Biology in 1923. I had to share a room with my cousin because they didn't

have too big an apartment, and, of course» for several years later» I used to be

kept awake at night because when I got through studying, she would have me read

lines to her. So I got to learn about Shakespeare, indirectly» by reading lines.

So, then I lived in New York, but it wasn't an easy life» because my uncle is a

very peculiar man. I found, for example, without knowing, as a subtrifuge of having

me have a medical examination, he actually took out a life insurance policy on me

so that in case I didn't grow up, or didn't survive the time to pay back the invest-

ment» he would have this •••the subtrifuge, but not by saying, "Albert» I hope you

understand» etc.» etc." He was a very handsome man» a very nice man, a very

thoughtful man» but he had these quirks. And then he had another quirk. Because

he wanted me to be able to be helpful to him right away. Instead of having time

to devote myself completely to my studies» I entered Washington Square College in
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New York University, he sent me to a dental technician vocational training school,

so I would be able to help. So from the very beginning, again, I was a slave,

without any time for thinking, reading, doing many of the things I wanted to do.

So I had to go to dental technicians school, learn how to make artificial dentures

and all sorts of things. The idea was that when I finished this course, I would

be able to help him in the office.

Dr. Benison: Where did you live?

Dr. Sabin: The first place was on East 23rd Street •. It was not too far •.•it was

within walking distance, but then after a short time, we moved down closer to the

village on 11th street, to a very, very nice apartment, so that I lived under very

nice conditions. He was making quite a bit of money as a dentist. They lived a

very comfortable life, because in addition to supporting me, he sent my cousin,

Sylvia, to Theatre Guild School and so on and so on, and my aunt was always dressed

very gorgeously. Actually, I grew into manhood in Greenwich Village because later

on from 11th Street, we moved to an apartment from 10th Street to 5th Avenue, which

was quite fancy.

Dr. Benison: Well, how did you find NYU, Washington Square?

Dr. Sabin: Well, at that time, Washington Square College was almost an office

school college, you see. People came during the day and those who were working during

the day and studying at night, and would meet my early classroom, as I recall now,

began at 4 o'clock in the afternoon, because in the morning I went to the dental

mechanics training school and then I would rush down and from 4 to 10 in the evening,
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and then having to study. It was not the most ideal kind of existence. And during

the summer to make some money, at least in the beginning, I looked for jobs. And,

oddly enough, the only job I could find through some people in Patterson, New Jersey,

was to work in an amusement park in New Jersey as a barker.

Dr. Benison: For rides?

Dr. Sabin: No, no, as a barker to come and play this game and take a chance, and

I don't know, I developed further in my capacity as a public speaker that started

with the Literary Debating Society. And I made some money during the summer this

way to gain a certain amount of independence, so I wouldn't have to ask for every-

thing. But at any rate, that first year went by, and it was only one year pre-

dental, I moved into dental school in 1924, which at that time, was on 23rd Street

East. My uncle lived on 23rd Str~et West, so very soon after that, they moved to

11th Street on the west side. And, of course, the first two years in dentistry,

then as now, was very similar to two years of medicine, pre-clinical process.

And I was very quickly introduced into a world that excited me. There was anatomy,

and physiology and all the pre-clinical sciences. And bacteriology. And what with

outside reading, which I won't go into at this stage, I very quickly became attracted

to the science of infectious disease, and I must say, in somewhat a romantic fashion

because of outside influences.

Dr. Benison: Why do you say romantic fashion?

Dr. Sabin: Well, I was tremendously impressed by my reading of great achievements

of the (incomplete sentence)
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Dr. Benison: Oh, DeKriuf?

Dr. Sabin: Paul DeKriuf. That's another story later. At any rate, I wanted to

be able to do something. I couldn't do it obviously in dentistry. So this busi-

ness of after a while working in the office to help my uncle and going to school

and dental school and then working in the summer, that when the first two years

of dental school were completed, I told my uncle I didn't want to be a dentist.

I didn't know he had taken out an insurance policy on my life. He probably didn't

take out an insurance policy in case I quit school, and I told him I wanted to

study medicine, to study the other sciences, and not continue in dentistry. It was

a very fine profession, but my interests weren't in the work. He said in that case

he couldn't support me. So, I worked again during the summer and made some money,

all sorts of jobs, and I went back to Washington Square College to get more pre-

medical training. And I lived in a rooming house in New York City. There were

different ones--I lived in many places. But I couldn't wait. And this is really

where my career began. Because when I began my further studies at Washington

Square College, which were pre-medical requirements, and I studied more in physical

chemistry, chemistry, organic chemistry, and more biology, and so

on and so on. I wanted to work in my bacteriology lab right away. And so I went

to the professors first of all--the head of the department in bacteriology at the

New York College of Medicine at Bellevue, the famous American microbiologist, Dr.

William H. Baum. He was really among the early microbiologists in the United States

to transfer the know-how from , Pasteur, and others into the United-------
States and this work on the theory of -city. He was a great kindly



Interview with Dr. Albert Sabin
10 November 1973
-32-

man and there I was, just about 20 years old or so, with very little background.

And he was at the same time, Director of the Public Health Laboratories of the

City of New York where he really had his office and he would only come visit the

medical school. So I went to see him there, and I said I wanted to work in the

laboratory. IIWhatdo you know?" I said I didn't know very much. I had had a

course in bacteriology at the dental school. I wanted to get a feel. I wanted

to work in this field. He said, "Well, you go down and see the other professor,

Dr. Krumwiede." He was a Harvard man, a good man; he didn't establish too great

a reputation in bacteriology. He certainly didn't have the reputation that Baum

had and he practically annihilated me. He said, "How much do you know about
physical chemistry? What do you know about the role of 7" None.

He said, "Why don't you go back to study a little more. You have plenty of time."

Well, I would have very well walked out with my tail between my legs, but I went

back to --------- And I said, "I know really of no reason why you

shouldn't let me work in the lab. I want to work alone. I don't want to be a

tax to anyone." "What are you ••..?" "I don't know. I want to find my way alone.

The only reason I'm asking you again is because I have this terrific compulsion."

Well, there must have been something about my insistence, I suppose, that made the

old man take pity and said, "You go to so and so and ask him to find a spot for

you in the labs." The man I went to wasn't very sympathetic, but at any rate, I

got a hole in the wall. And so I began all the spare time I could make from my

studies at Washington Square College. I would go down there. I didn't have much

of a room in the rooming house, so I practically lived there, and I would watch
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the work going on on bacteriophage •.•many things going on in the lab, and I began

to get the sense, you see. And then from some observations which were presented

intrigued me. Look at these different phages. Some of them produce a great big

halo of destruction of bacteria around them; some produce very small ones, etc.,

etc. That I remember that bacteria phage was regarded as possibly a chemical

substance (incomplete sentence) Well, this

started me off on my own • (incomplete sentence) Never mind------------
whether it had anything to do with the problem, because I was studying physical

chemistry, pathoidal chemistry at the time. I said I want to try to find out how

things diffuse and agar. Because obviously, this substance that is being liberated

by the bacteria has to diffuse and agar. Maybe some of them have one rate of

diffusion and other has another rate, and I want to study fundamental aspects of the

diffusion and agar. So I went off and began with dyes and different substances and

this turned into my first research project, which was published in the American

Journal of the Chemical Society. I wasn't able to work. I made unusual observations

because I was a little crazy and I wanted to see how things diffuse with gravity and

against gravity, and all that because I was under the influence of what I was study-
ing in chemistry. (incomplete sentence)

Dr. Benison: Who were your professors in Chemistry at NYU?

Dr. Sabin: If you ask me now, I don't remember. It made no impression on me,

obviously. It was a very distant kind of relationship. Even then, already a mass

thing--no personal relationship. One was MacTavish, I know, because he was also
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my professor of biochemistry later when I entered medical school, so him I

remember.

Dr. Bension: What I am really after is, in a sense, while you going to under-

graduate school, you have already made the decision as to what you're going to

do ••.you had already started working, and in a sense, school is marking time.

Dr. Sabin: It was not marking time. It was to work while study because my

curiosity was such that I couldn't wait to do things in the laboratory until, let's

say, I came out more fully educated. I had to work while I was learning. I was a

little bit like the story of the Russian moogique who didn't know the alphabet un-

til he •••I meanfue story doesn't quite fit, but at any rate •••a school teacher

came to the village, and the moogique began to learn the alphabet. And he was so

overcome with the beauty of the organization of the lanaguage and the alphabet

that by the time he came to "K", he could not restrain himself. He went out and

began to teach everybody else in the village what he'd already learned. And so

with me •••I could not wait until I had learned more completely the alphabet of

science. I had to be in there asking, doing experiments. I said I was under the

romantic influence of, at that time, the book Microbe Hunters by Paul DeKriuf.

It may sound perhaps a little childish now or unsophisticated, but I regard that

experience, as I subsequently told Paul DeKriuf, whom I came to know later very

well, as very important from the point of view of the influence of good biography

of young people. In 1926 when I was back at Washington Square College and I had just

gotten permission to work in the laboratory with Dr. William H. Paul (Bach?), the

book Microbe Hunters by Paul DeKriuf was just published. This is well known; he

- --- ------------------- ___ . ----l
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was a great microbiologist himself, who worked with the _ Institute.

(incomplete sentence) But he had an extraordinary gift of dramatizing the accom-

plishments of scientists who worked in the field of microbiology ..•microbe hunters.

I read that book in which he glorified a number of the men who made the extraordinary

contributions, not only to the development of microbiology as a seience, but to the

development of the study of infectious diseases as a science. This with my back-

ground of the course in bacteriology, so stimulated my imagination that I wanted

to be like those men who he described. The significance of this kind of stimulation

of young minds cannot be, in my judgment, over emphasized. The reading of the

biography of great achievement, and if we just stick to science now, let's say,

the field of one or another field of science, could apply to other things also,

plays, or can play, a very important role in the direction in which a person in

the process of development .••the direction that that person takes. After the pas-

sage now of 47 years, I still believe that of all the factors that turned the sub-

sequent course of my life, that book played as much of a role, a very important

role as any. Because even though it seemed that there were very few fields left

to conquer, because after all, all these great conquests had been achieved, it was

the field in which I wanted to work more and I never lacked for questions to ask.

Now maybe the questions that I asked early in my laboratory work are not very

sophisticated, but the point was that I always wanted to ask my own questions,

design my own experiments, however bad they might be, to answer them. And when I

got stuck, I would go to somebody and ask for help, for help with a question that
I'd defined. I never went to anybody to ask what should I do. I would like to use this
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as a digression for what I regard as an important aspect of choosing candidates

for Ph.D. or choosing candidates for research in any field, whether it be bio-

medical research or other. It seems to me that there are many people working now

in science, I don't mean doing professional work which is also necessary, but I

mean in real research, who really were never cut out for research. And over the

years, I felt that there was a relationship between the early capability of a

person to define a question, to define specifically a field of interest and going

at it by himself, to try to answer by experiment and his subsequent success in a

career of scientific research. Therefore, the conviction had grown on me over the

years that in selecting candidates for training for Ph.D. and science in any field,

and subsequently again for taking on post-doctoral fellows, whether it be for medi-

cine or the Ph.D. field, I would rely very strongly on the answer I would get to

the following question, "What do you want to do? What are you especially curious

about?" And, if the answer is, "Well, I want to do research, but I frankly must

be frank with you, I don't know what I want to do." I put him in one category.

If, on the other hand, the answer is, "I've been reading in this field and I have

a tremendous compulsion to learn more, to find out, about this specific question

which seems to be on the borderline as I read the literature and which intrigues

me very much." "Well, how do you propose to go about it?" "Well, from the work

that I've read, I think I shall try the following approach, although it may not

work out" .•.•this person I put in the second category. This person I would accept.

The other person, I would reject. And it reminds me very much of a story in a

novel by St. Claire Lewis who was also a great friend of Paul DeKriuf's, collaborating
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with him on Arrowsmith. which is another interesting novel in the same field •.•

when St. Clair Lewis wrote about Elmer Gantry. a man who wanted to become a

preacher and became a great evangelist. This is a novel about evangelism like

Arrowsmith is a novel about bacteriological research. Elmer Gantry wanted to be

a preacher and he went from his little country town. He went up from St. Louis

and he went to a school of theology and he said that he wanted to become a

preacher, and the dean asked him, "Have you had the call?" And Elmer Gantry

says, "What's the call? I don't know what the call is. How would I know if I

had the call?" "Ah", said the dean, "when you get the call, and if you had gotten

the call. you'd know it. I'm sorry, I cannot take you. You haven't had the call."

So, Elmer Gantry, whose dreams had been shattered, went off and started going from

bar to bar, getting drunker and drunker. and then finally around midnight. he was

so drunk that he got the queerest feeling allover him •••a feeling that he's never

had before. and he was sure that was the call. So he ran to the house of the dean

of the theological seminary and knocked on the door. and said. "I've just gotten

the call". The dean says. "Fine. come back tomorrow".

Dr. Benison: Would you say you got the call before or after DeKriuf's book?

It's clear that you had the call.

Dr. Sabin: I had the call, but the point that I'm driving at is that its not

enough to have the call. romantically to wish to do research. because you are mid-

led by beautiful biography or a novel like Arrowsmith. What you've got to do then

is to pick a field of study and know what the questions are. know what you want to
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study and, at least, how to go about them. And not merely have the simple ro-

mantic concert that you want to do research. That is not enough, because without

hard work, extensive reading, and selecting a field for study which brings you to

the horizon of the unknown, then merely to have the romantic call is not enough.

That's the point of my story.


