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The Death and Resurrection of a Virus
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the Sylvia and Herbert Berger Lecture. Those who have preceded me in this
lectureship are a distinguished group indeed. | am duly honored to be invited to
join such a notable group.

Twenty years ago, on 8 May 1980, the World Health Assembly declared
that smallpox had been eradicated. Initially, the announcement was greeted with
frank disbelief. How could one possibly be certain that in some distant, isolated
village, cases might not still persist? Those who knew Africa and Asia best were
probably the most skeptical. Gradually, however, confidence grew and countries
ceased vaccination; no further cases were found; and thus drew to a clg:i a
great adventure -- the eradication of a disease -- the only disease that Wgh&ie:
yet succeeded in eradicating. The fact that this was, through history, by far, the
most deadly of all diseases made the victory that much more gratifying. For even
as recently as the 20" century, more than 300 miltion persons died of smallpox,

three times as many who died either directly or indirectly as a result of armed
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Tonightjt should like to view brléfly with you the hlstoncal perspective of

sm.’gllpox the disease; something of the trials and iittle known tribulations of the
eradication program itself, how it was born, albeit barely; how it struggled and
eventually succeeded, but by the narrowest of margins. Then, just as
preparations were being made to conclude the difficult Odyssey by destroying
the remaining stocks of the virus, information emerged that the Soviet Union had
been engaged in an unbelievably reprehensibie program to weaponize the virus
for strategic use --in ICBMs. And then W@H@W -- a last minute reversal by
the US of its position on destruction of the virus, a stralﬁmww policy
decided at high levels of government where the scientific airAis traditionally thin.









