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Q Dr. Sabin, I wonder if you could tell me how you met

your wife, Sylvia.

A It was the summer of 1935, about, little more than

six months after I had corne to work at the Rockefeller

Institute and I was living alone in a single room in New

York. I suppose lacking companionship. And I was invited

a conductor--the Italian son of a rabbi, many generations in

by a friend of mine who was a composer and also he had been

Italy--who carne to the United States. I carne to know him as

a medical student, and he was at that time in Wilmet,

Illinois, on Lake Erie, composing during the summer, and he

invi ted me to corne and spend some time with him. vlhile wi th

him, I met first of all, Sylvia's parents because her mother

had been a very good singer in this great American institution

called Chautauqua where people go out and give operas and

various other musical presentations around the country.

And apparently this Italian friend of mine must have been in

love with her at one time because she was an extraordinarily

beautiful and charming woman, and her husband--that is

Sylvia's father who came from England as a young man and

he was--I think a structural engineer--but also with a

strong musical background. So he was also a composer, and

because they were a musical family, they were together,

There was something about Sylvia that moved me, and

and that is how I came to meet Sylvia.

incidentally, she was already engaged to be married. She was

twen ty-five at the time. I was twenty-nine. We met really
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a few times during the two weeks that I stayed there. And

marry her, was very sure. I don't remember the precise

when I went back to work in New York I felt I wanted to

details whether I telephoned or whether I wrote a letter

and said that I wan t, to come back and see her again. Or

maybe even before I left Chicago I pointed out that I

didn't have any money. I was earning only $2,200 a year

at the time. I was an assistant. I didn't know whether I

could offer her a better life than the man that she was

to be engaged to. Well at any rate, I came back to Chicago,

and we got married on really on very, very brief acquaintance.

We got married in Chicago's City Hall. She was born in

Evanston, Illinois and on her mother's and father's side is

Scotch, Irish, German, English ancestry. She had gone to

college in the South and then the Depression came along.

and then a brief reception of just very intimate friends and

At any rate, we got married very quickly in the City Hall

Oh, I think we had a honeymoon for three days at the

then we went back to New York--two strangers practically.

Edgewater Beach Hotel in Chicago. And I went back to work

right away. I'd got a new apartment, a small apartment that

was between First Avenue and Sutton Place, within walking

distance of the Rockefeller. And we set up house keeping.

And for the five years that I was at the Rockefeller, we

tried to have children, but we just couldn't have any

children. I don't know whether it my fault, her fault--
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she was certainly examined a great deal. We wanted to have

children. But we couldn't have any children. Well then I

had the offer to go to Cincinnati. He moved to Cincinnati

and we had a house. We continued to try to have children.

But we couldn't have any children. I am stressing this

because of tile--of the fact of the role it might have in the

decisions that we had to make later when we did have children.

It so happened that fourteen years after we were

married, in 1949, after the war was over. Oh she worked in

some war plant while I was away in Egypt and other places

when I was in uniform during the War. But in 1949 I

recei ved an invi tation to give a talk to the In ternational

Congress of Neurology in Paris. Now , Sylvia had never been

in Europe before. So we decided that this was to be our

vacation. Post-war vacation. And we spent--we went over by

boat. I think they were very generous in supplying first

class passenger, went back by boat, but we spent almost six

weeks not counting the time on the boats in Europe visiting

different places. In England, for example, we went to a

place in Cornwall where her father's family had lived for

generations. We had a car and we traveled around. And

then with various colleagues. Of course, in Paris we had a

good time and then to Denmark and Holland and Sweden and

other places. And on the way back from that trip--again we

returned first class on one of the big English liners and

the maitre d'hotel would always come over and say now is
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there something very special we can make for you for dinner

tonight. And she came out with some of the craziest requests.

I would say I was almost ashamed. I said, Syl via! If after

fourteen years r didn't think you could be pregnant, I would

say that you--you must be pregnant with these peculiar

cravings you got. Well she was. Various of my colleagues

tried to take credit for the Epidemiological Association of

her becoming pregnant. One of my colleagues in Holland who

had--I don't know--seven children or something--it must be

that you stayed wi th us. And in Holland--well at any rate,

as we figured it out, it must have happened in Denmark. And

so, Debbie, our first child was born within nine months after

we were in Denmark in August, 1949. She was born in May,

1950. And then very shortly thereafter within eighteen months

entirely on American soil the second daughter, Amy was born.
one

And so, we had these two children. The firstAborn fifteen

years after we were married. And she was already forty, I

think. I was four years older. And so, by the time, in 1957,

after I had done all of these experiments on adult, young

adult volunteers and when it came time to make a decision

that we have got to find out now what happens in children--

in children who have had no previous infection with polio

viruses as one could determine. Well, they were our children,

five and seven years of age. And when I was testing them, I

discovered that Sylvia also, having lived most of her life on

a farm in Illinois or in a farming area, had never been

infected like so many other adults in the united States, with

polio. She was also triple negative. And SO that is how
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very briefly the nucleus of this first experiment on children

as I related it before, came into being. But I think it is
with

especially pertinent reference to the difficulty of the

decision that we waited fifteen years to get the first child.

Q If you remember, I raised the question with you

because T knew that the children had come late in life and

that they were particularly dear--you know--dearer than

others.

A That's right.

Q I understand--

A And we were married, as you know, for thirty-one

years. Sylvia passed away--unfortunate developments later

in life--but she passed away in 1966.

Q In 166.

A After 31 years of married life.

Q I hear she had an absolutely beautiful singing voice.

A Well, as a matter of fact, not quite. Everybody in

the family sang. It was a sort of--her name was Tragillis.

Instead of the Trappe--von Trappe family--this was the

Tragillis family. And the father used to compose special

songs, and everybody read music and sang from music, and

when they all would get together, they would sing. But she,

as a matter of fact, by herself, did not sing very well. It

was her mother who had an extraordinarily beautiful singing

voice and it was my daughter Amy who, I think--there must be

something in the genes that makes it possible--that inherited
a qcod part of her qrandmo t.he r v s anility not only he.r
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singing because Amy did sing for a while, and competed in a

few of the college--and won. But also, a great deal of her

grandmother's personality was transmitted to Amy. But those

were very interesting and difficult years together. I shall

never forget another time when--a little later--in 1964 when

Marshall Tito who was very ~uch overcome with the fact that I

gave him the opportunity to make the oral polio vaccine in

Yugoslavia, and when I said, no there is no money connected

with this. He simply--they couldn't believe it. They said

what sort of capitalist country are you from. At any rate,

Marshall Tito sent first class tickets for the whole family--

for Sylvia, Debbie and Amy and myself to come as his guests

to Yugoslavia and to really, to travel as we liked. We

didn't have to come directly. So we again went by boat and

this was really our first real family, total family experience

and we had the children because Debbie was just thirteen.

Amy was eleven. And we went by boat and had the most

wonderful time together. Again we were away for about six

weeks--eight months--and Debbie had her first romance on the

boat, got her over a heart breaking separation when we left.

But the most interesting little anecdote that comes to mind--

I won't forget that on our way back we returned to the United

States on the Rotterdam. I think that was the name. It was

a new Holland-America line boat. And Marshall Tito sent

first class tickets, and all that. And we had very nice

first class cabins for ourselves and for the children. When
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apologize. The cabin you have here as having been assigned

to you has been given to somebody else. But we have an

alternative which I hope that you will enjoy and find

suitable. And they gave us the special royal suite which had

been built on the Rotterdam for the Queen of Holland, with

her Prince Consort and the two princesses. Well, this was
have

an experience I think that the two girls never forgotten in

their life because it was the most deluxe of deluxe. And I

remember the regular succession of children from the boat,

that they came and they showed them. I don't know whe ther

they charged them for showing them the princesses' quarters.

Q Well, Dr. Sabin, I won't ask any more things. I

got precisely what I want. The other thing, is, some time

ago you told me of an incident during your investigation of

polio during an outbreak in Berlin. And during that period

you met the great violinist Yehudi Menuhin (?)

and there was a particularly touching incident that you

mentioned. And I wonder if you remember that incident.

A Actually I didn't meet Yehudi Menhuin until we were

going--when I was leaving Berlin and going to Heidelburg.

This was 1947. He was on the plane too, and we didn't meet

until then, although during the period I was doing my work

in Berlin during a period of outbreak, he gave a concert with

the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra at the Furtfangler (?)

It was a very interesting situation because it was the first

time--mind you this 1S 1947--the war is just barely over.

Furtfangler (?) was known to be a Nazi and in

great favor with Hitler. And Furtfangler
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invited him to give this concert--Yehudi Medhuin--the great

Jewish violinist. I went to hear the concert. And the

whole--the auditorium was just packed. And I think whether

it was guilt feeling or what I encountered that a great deal

in post-war Germany--he went out of his way before Yehudi

Medhuin began the concert to express his feelings about the

greatness of this soloist. Now at that time there was still

many camps in which those that had survived the extermination

camps--Jews were being held in camps behind barbed wire

because they had no place to go. Nobody would take them.

This is a chapter in American history I will not forget.

Not in American history--the world history. And they were

simply outraged by the fact that Yehudi Medhuin would play

wi th the Nazi FUirrt'tarDqler.And so Yehudi Medhuin offered to

play to them, to corne to the camps and play to them. And

they wouldn't have anything to do with him.

Well, this I heard while I was in Berlin and then

when I was leaving Berlin and going to Heidelburg there we

were on the plane. We had never met before, and there

weren't too many others, so I introduced myself and he

spoke. And this was to him one of the most traumatic

experiences--he kept telling me about this during our flight

to Heidelburg because he had such great fee lings for the

tragedy of the Jewish people with whom he felt a very close

association by heritage that his playing for the Germans in
Berlin and with Furtfangler could so be interpreted by the

people who had me~ories that could nQt easily he erased--
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something that he could not imagine that an act which he

had done merely to show that music does not have the kind

of association that Hi tLe r imparted to i t--that this man's

very traumatic experience with him, and I remember that

particular incident very, very well.

Q How did you feel at the time working with German

scientists?

A Well, at that time I must say I--from the very
dissoci ated

beginning--I always the Nazis from the total

German population. I never generalized about a population, from

the acts of a few because the Jews more than any other people

have suffered from that particular association by heritage

or something. If a man committed a great crime and he was

a Jew, all the Jews suffered. rf a man was a--made a gre at

contribution to the world and he was a Jew~-that was

forgotten. So how could I forget the tremendous contributions

to the culture of the world of the Germans who have enriched

my own life and the life of the world--I couldn't. So I

didn't generalize. My feelings about the Nazis go back to

the time \that I was in Germany in 1934 when the Nazis were

coming into power and I traveled through Germany so I think

I may have covered that aspect in our discussions before.

But I never, never really carried over my certainly professional

feeling to the German people at large. Therefore, when I

worked in Berlin it really didn't come off at all. Although

there was an interesting anecdote. Maybe it is in there

already.
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Q No.

A Because with this huge epidemic in Berlin--polio

epidemic in 1947--when I was asked to give a lecture to bring

them up to date what has been learned in the world during

these war years. lihat do we know about polio? Where are

we now? Where are we going? I wanted to give it in German

because I had studied German in school when I was a boy. I

could read German very well, and I could speak it when it

was written out, although I had forgot ten so much that I

couldn't engage in direct conversation. At any rate, I

wrote it out--wrote my lecture out in English, had it

translated into German, and I gave it in German with what I

am told was a fairly good German accent. But when my lecture

was over, and people were asking--in the discussion--asking

questions I had to say to them In German that unfortunately

I do not know enough German to be able to answer in German

without having--. My lecture actually I confessed was

previously translated so I have to answer it in English.

And there was a shuffling of the feet which as I was told

later in a German academic community, expresses displeasure.

And I got the feeling that they thought I had an antipathy

to the German language. And I stopped and I said, perhaps

I am wrong but I have a £eeling that you fhiirik I don't want

to speak to you in German. Now would I have gone to the

trouble of having my lecture translated into German to give

you the whole lecture in German if I had that antipathy?
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You must understand this. Well, but even later, and I think

might have mentioned--beginning in the '50s, young Germans

carne to work with me. They were youngsters. They served in

the Army or the Navy during World War II and then studied

medicine, and I had a procession of Germans in my laboratory--

five or six of them--they became important professors in

Germany later. One of them who I am talking here about

Anton Schwartz whose father was a Prussian general, and he

was captured three times by the Russians and escaped and so

on, and he came to live in the United States. And he carne to

work wi th me in my laboratory, and he remained in the united

States, married an American girl--and he is the one who then

developed the optimum attenuated measles virus strain which

became the regular measles virus for vaccine using procedures

he learned. But then I had others: Arminah Arkhoff (?)

who worked with me for six years

although the first one actually was in 1953, Walter

Hennesen, and Walter Hennesen is one of the co-authors--

and he really did a tremendous amount of work in the year

he was with me in the laboratory in '54. His name is on the

first publication of the Journal of Experimental Medicine

describing the attenuation of the three types of polio virus.

Dr. Hennesen was the first, and then others carne along.

Arminah Arkhoff who carne to work with

mer worked for six years, and interestingly enough, he is

now the director of the Khoff Insti tute in

Berlin. And others are professors. So that--and--I learned

a great deal so that I have never shared the feeling of many
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Jews and particularly those who have suffered themselves

and not merely read about it. However, I am one of those

people, and I have said so in print, in writing, that the

barbaric atrocities performed by the members of the German

population, the most highly educated, formally educated

population, that this could happen in the twentieth century--

an act of barbarism perhaps unequalled in human history--

should never be forgotten. What I just said should not be

interpreted as reflecting an opinion expressed by many that

it would be much better if we would forget. My position is

that it should never be forgotten. It must not be

forgotten. Because if from a population wi th the highest

formal education and cultural background in the past, there

can emerge this kind of barbarism, we must be on guard

lest it happen again. History does repeat. And that is

Why it must never be forgotten, and must continually be

called to mind and when I subsequently came to live in

Israel, and I feel chills going up and down my spine now

as I tell it, and I saw any number of people with the

concentration camp numbers tatooed where I could see it

I had that feeling, but I didn't change my attitude of

not generalizing. And the Weitzman Institute of which I

came to be president was tremendously criticized because

before Israel and West Germany developed diplomatic

relations, the Weitzman Institute was the first one to

establish relations with West Germany and have an exchange
of scientists qnd young people from Germany coming to work
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in Israel at the Weitzman Institute. You see, it runs through

the whole thing, that the final point--and then I won't say

anymore--you started off a train of associations--

Q That's alright.

A In 19--in the win ter of 1976--

Q Excuse me.

A But in 1976, February, when Adeluisa (7)

my wife and I were in Poland. It was bitter cold, at the

invitation of the Polish Academy of Science asked

particularly that when I was supposed to be in Krakow to

give lectures, that I wanted to go to Auchwitz--that was

one of the conditions. And I was taken to Auschwitz--which

the Polish government has maintained as a monument--although

when you go through it, you'd never think that a single Jew

was killed there, the way it is. But nevertheless that

experience began a traumatic experience that shall remain

with me for the rest of my life. Because as I went through

the places where these atrocities were committed on the

residents, I--in the first place I couldn't help thinking

there but for the grace God--as the saying goes--go I.

Because if my parents did not decide to leave in 1919, just

twenty years before, we would have been there along with

millions of others. And, so, the one philosophical impact

on me is that formal education alone does not make human

beings. And a great culture developed of a portion of a

population--at least most of the population--in itself is

not an insurance against the emergence of unspeakable
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barbarism under certain condi tions. That is the lesson

for the nations--in my judgement. We must be on the

lookout. We cannot assume--and furthermore, formal

education without transmitting what a liberal education

really should--namely, the concept of humanism that goes

above and beyond the individual nations and the ability

to immunize. You must be able--if a formal education does

not immunize human beings against the kind of barbarism

that could emerge under Hitlerism in Germany, then it is a

failure. And I think it is a failure. And I don't think

Q Alright. Now, I would like to switch gears and

that we have overcome that yet. But never mind.

turn to another reminisce of someone who I am sure you had

long associations with over the years who, if Rivers was the

father of virology in this country, this was the grandfather--

and that is Paul Meyer. And I wonder if you have any

A Well of course many associations--he was many years

particular memories of Meyer.

my senior and I wouldn't exactly call him the grandfather--

and I would speak only of medical virology--

Q Yes.

A But at any rate, he certainly was one of the old

statesmen, and he was an extraordinary personality--he was

huge, German, Swiss, he came to the united States via South

Africa and was by the very strength of his character--

tremendous ly influential in making his contributions an
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importan t part of the history of medical virology in the

United States. Now, it is very difficult to call to mind

many special experiences, but when I used to--when I passed

through San Francisco ~ used to consult with Carl Meyer who

was a great gourmet. He was held in high esteem by the

people of San Francisco because he saved the tanning industry

and he used to take me to this special gourmet club where

among special things--unforgettable dishes--that one that

does not leave my memory because it is unlike anything else.

A special kind of white asparagus, about one inch in

diameter with a sauce that was simply unforgettably delicious.

I expressed my appreciation. I was a gourmet myself; I

remember Carl Meyer getting from the chef--he wouldn't give

the recipe for the sauce, but enough of the sauce, and

enough asparagus for me to take back home with me to

Cincinna tie

Q So you had worked on encephalitis--

A Encephalitis.

Q And a lot of Meyer's expertise was in this area.

A Well, of course we were brought together just,

just before the outbreak of World War II, through the work

of the Neurotropic Virus Commission because I did receive an

assignment to work on encephalitis. He was the poppa (?)

of encephalitis so we had much to learn from him although my

particular assignment was to do the best that could be done
to perhaps prevent it by vaccination because it was expected

CaL that American troops in training would be in areas in

which they could be tfireatened by it because there had been
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some outbreaks just before in Canada, and most importantly

that American troops ultimately would be invading Japan.

This was the conviction, and you would have an interesting

situation of a completely susceptible population in an area

where Japanese encephalitis was a problem. So we h ad many

contacts during that period. But I will just conc~ude by

recalling an instance where we attended together an Inter-

national Congress on Tropical Medicine in Istanbul, 1953 or '54.

And well, Istanbul is famous for many things. We--a

group of us including K. F. Meyer wanted to see the night life

of Istanbul. And we were told that it was dangerous.

K.F. Meyer and I and several others--John Kessler--no I don't

remember.

Q Was Hammond in that group?

A T think Hammond was not. Hammond is another experience.

That is another experience.

But we were, finally, because we insisted, they assigned

a police sergean t to us and he started to take us around, and

the first thing he took us was a street where every house was

a brothel. But before we started on the brothels, we were

taken to a restaurant. And this sergeant, police sergeant

said this was a very typical Turkish restaurant. Now it was

typical in the respect to the food we would get there, but

the decor offended Karl Meyer, K. F. Meyer, tremendously.

The first thing he turned up his now and he said look at
those horribly dirty table cloths and all that. Well, at
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that every house was a brothel, and little boys gathered at

peep holes. You see, they would look in. But at one of

them, the sergeant sighed and brushed the boys aside and

walked in

and there we had an opportunity to see what a typical brothel

in Istanbul was like. And this happened to me--not to K.F.

Meyer, although we were all together. I began immediately

through the sergeant--the sergeant translating to ask about

the life of a prostitute in Istanbul and she was telling me.

They were all ready for business, dressed for business.

And then I inquired about how much they charged. She said

well, the first time it is so much. The second time,

because it takes longer, it is so much. Well, we ran out

of conversation after a while, and r took out the equivalent

of two times and gave it to her. And she took that money,

spit on it, and in anger, threw it on the floor with an

outburst. And I asked the sergeant what did I do. And she

said to him and he translated it. She said, "If he doesn't

want me, I don't want his dirty money." And I call that a

high code of ethics of a very low paid prostitute. But, to

come back to K. F. Meyer, after that the sergeant took us to

more highly place--still a brothel--and as we came in, we

were surrounded. There were probably half a dozen of us.

K. F. Meyer also. He was very active until--he died after

ninety--so he was still sexually active. And we were

surrounded by real beauties in nigh t gowns and so on. And

each one wanted a bottle of champagne right away. The

L-- _
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sergeant said no, one bottle for two, etc. Well, at any

rate, there were very interesting experiences there,

particularly what they did. K. F. Meyer, with all his

worldliness, etc. I could see his face red a couple of

times when she apparently--the girl that w~s assigned to

him--was doing all sorts of things with his hands. Well

at any rate, you see, scientific life isn't all--

Q Isn't all fun and games.

A That's right.

Q Dr. Sabin, another person who you worked wi th and

particularly knew, for a long time, was Tommy Francis. Now

did you meet Francis when you came to the Rockefeller?

A That is when I first met him and he was working on

influenza because I had just come back from London where I

had made very frequent visits to the famous group of

Wilson-Smith and the whole cabre--

Q And Andrewes

A And Christopher Andrewes, and captain MacKnight I

think it was. No, transit gloria mundae--

his first name (?)

T was always interested in the work he was doing.

He was on the floor below, and we came to know each other

before long because our paths crossed a great deal. Then

he left to become professor of microbiology at New York



r
I

I

I

Dr. Albert Sabin
February 19, 1978
Side. 3; Page 19

actually we used to go to very frequently meetings that were

University and then when the National Foundation was founded,

a very good part of the activities. So I will recall only

one episode that happened when Tommy Francis just turned 50,

and we were sharing a room. This was a time at one of the

special symposia arranged by the National Foundation. And

he was telling me--I think Tommy Francis was five or six

years older than I. He said, Albert, you are not close to

50 yet, but I just turned 50. And they tell me all sorts of

things are going to happen to me now. I can look but not

touch. He said I don't feel it. Well, Tommy Francis was

really quite an extraordinary person.

A But we remained friends. We remained friends. I

Q Did you have any debates with him after or during

the field trials?

A Well, I think that he was basically a person who had

no use for any live virus vaccine so that with my predilection

for live virus work if some protagonist for killed virus

vaccine was needed--an antagonist for live virus vaccine, I

think he performed the function very well.

Q So you--

remember before the vaccine days we invited to Ann Arbor

Rungey--one of the very good lectures that was the name of

one of the people in the National Foundation who died I

think (?)
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But we were very good friends not only with him but with his

wife who was also a physician. And I felt his premature

death as a great loss--he was a bright person.

Q Fine. I think this kind of reminiscing can stop now.

What I want you to do--

END OF TAPE
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