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This volume results from the Rockefeller University’s centennial observance of 2000-2001.
Dr. Torsten Wiesel, president of the University during the initial planning of the observance,
generously agreed to a program of special grants-in-aid for scholarly research on the history of
the University. The conference, which drew on research inspired by those grants, was supported
by the subsequent president, Arnold Levine, and Executive Vice President Alice Lustig. Contin-
ued support from the University’s Office of the President has made completion of this project
possible. Others at the University whose collaboration was essential included Vice President for
Finance John Harrigan, Assistant Vice President Robin Maloney, Dr. Elizabeth Hanson, and
University Librarian Patricia Mackey and other members of the library staff.

At the Rockefeller University Press, Executive Director Michael Held provided the patience
and commitment necessary for the publication of this historical volume. Suzanne Runyan, Rob
O’Donnell, and Erinn Grady each generously contributed their time and skills. Every chapter
has benefited from the consistent, capable, and resourceful editorial work of Aisha Caruth.

Many of the staff of the Rockefeller Archive Center played critical roles in the development
of this volume. Camilla Harris managed all aspects of the November 13-14, 2000 confer-
ence, “Creating a Tradition of Biomedical Research,” at the Rockefeller University; she also
was responsible for the early organization and formatting of the essays. Norine Goodnough
later took over management of this volume, and her assistance was instrumental in bringing it
to completion. Chief Archivist Lee R. Hiltzik and Senior Archivist Renée Mastrocco cheer-
fully, efficiently, and accurately assisted with the research that underpins all of the chapters in
this volume, and also responded to frequent queries during the editorial phase. They, along
with Chief Archivists Erwin Levold and Thomas Rosenbaum, and Assistant Director Kenneth
W. Rose, provided insightful commentary and editorial support when needed. As usual,
Donna Stapleton made numerous contributions to the entire enterprise, serving as a sounding
board, vetter of ideas, and a volunteer staff member.

I am grateful to Johns Hopkins University Press for giving permission to republish Bert
Hansen’s article in the Bulletin of the History of Medicine as chapter three of this volume. I also
extend my thanks and deep appreciation to each author for participating in this effort to provide
new perspectives on the history of the Rockefeller University.

Although this volume originated in the Rockefeller University’s centennial observance,
and has received the University’s financial support, the selection of the contributors and
the editorial responsibility for this volume have been mine. The views and judgments of
the authors are theirs alone, and do not the represent the official views or judgments of the
Rockefeller University.

Darwin H. Stapleton
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The Rockefeller (University) Effect:

A Phenomenon in Biomedical Science

Darwin H. Stapleton
Rockefeller Archive Center, The Rockefeller University, Sleepy Hollow, NY

At least since Francis Bacon depicted the ideal scientific institution in The New Atlantis (1626),
Western literature has envisioned an island as the quintessential location for the pursuit of
unfettered scientific research. In fact, in Sinclair Lewis’s Arrowsmith (1925), the fictional
McGurk Institute—modeled after the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research in New
York City—was referred to as a “Grecian isle,” even though its location was in the heart of
bustling Manhattan.'

The Rockefeller University, founded as the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research
(RIMR) in 1901, has approached the image of the ideal research institution portrayed by Bacon
and Lewis, and is often described as an oasis of learning. However, its life history is best under-
stood if it is viewed not as a walled-off sanctuary, but as a continuing symposium open to other
individuals and institutions. The two most important sets of connections for The Rockefeller
have been those that have bound it to a network of Rockefeller-related institutions, and those
that have linked it to other worldwide biomedical research institutions. These connections
have influenced the lives and careers of biomedical researchers throughout the world, and have
created what might be termed as the “Rockefeller effect.” A consideration of those influences is
central to this volume’s collection of essays on the history of the Rockefeller University.

It is important to recognize that the university’s connections to ideas, people, and institu-
tions, and its effect on them, have much to do with the shaping of the twentieth century and
with establishing an agenda for biomedical research in the twenty-first century. They place
Rockefeller University near the center of such important currents as the globalization of scien-
tific education and knowledge; the integration of science, medicine, and technology; and the
actions of market capitalism, government, and educational institutions. In particular, the
intersection of philanthropy and research at the university has served as a magnet for highly
educated, highly imaginative, seekers of change.” Thirty years ago Kenneth Clark, in a sweeping
review of the rise of Western civilization, argued that it was a measure of science’s high esteem
in modern life that the most capable people are drawn to it and judged by their contributions,
regardless of cultural and national origins.” Certainly Rogers Hollingsworth’s essay in this
volume demonstrates that generation after generation of outstanding researchers have come
to the Rockefeller University from all over the globe. To understand the milieu that has
drawn and sustained them, we need to look not only at the scientific core of the institution
but also its setting and interrelationships.

Rockefeller Philanthropy

John D. Rockefeller Sr., who founded RIMR, was raised in a Baptist household in which the
idea of tithing to the church was firmly instilled. For example, his first personal account book,
begun at sixteen after receiving his first salary, listed donations to his church, missionary causes,
and the poor.* This practice of giving continued throughout his life at a rate that met the biblical
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goal of the tithe, and then exceeded it when he began to donate large sums to establish or
support organizations.’

It is important to understand that Rockefeller’s Christianity was stamped with the evangelical
passions of upstate New York and northern Ohio that not only promoted a heavenly reward but
also a belief in the potental perfectibility of humans on Earth. Both Rockefeller and his wife,
Laura Spelman Rockefeller, were raised in households that supported the abolition of slavery
even before the American Civil War. In their married life, they were committed to such causes
as controlling or prohibiting the use of alcoholic beverages, saving orphaned or delinquent chil-
dren, wholesome recreation, and aid to African Americans.® Thus, Rockefeller’s philanthropic
acts were intended not just to relieve suffering, but were made explicitly to provide for human
improvement. His habit of carefully considering or even investigating every potential recipient
was an attempt to ensure that his money would be used wisely to achieve long-term goals.

Although Rockefeller was not alone in this style of giving, over the years his philanthropy
included two elements that were unusual. First, he had more money to give than any of his
predecessors. The success of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil corporation in the 1880s made him
very wealthy; after the turn of the century, he became the richest man in the United States—
exceeding even Andrew Carnegie’s fortune by a substantial margin.” Second, Rockefeller’s
genius in creating the modern corporate business form was paralleled only by his skill in
shaping nonprofit entities or what he famously called “the business of benevolence.”® He was
remarkably successful in creating long-lived organizations in both sectors.

The factors in Rockefeller’s organizational genius that are easiest to isolate are planning and
delegation. In fact, his strategic thinking could be compared to a great general or admiral,
who studied the field of engagement with great care, made every preparation for failures as
well as successes, who kept the long-range goals always in mind, and who trusted his personally
chosen field officers to make appropriate tactical judgments.” In the most recent Rockefeller
biography, Chernow noted that Rockefeller “believed there was a time to think and a time to
act. He brooded over problems and quietly matured plans over extended periods. Once he
had made up his mind, however, he was no longer troubled by doubts and pursued his vision
with undeviating faith.”"’

Equipped with this steely mind and indomitable purpose, Rockefeller was a major figure in
reshaping the role of philanthropy in American life. Although Andrew Carnegie, Margaret
Olivia Sage, and a few others were also pioneers in systematic philanthropy, it could be argued
that Rockefeller set a standard for the disposition of industrial wealth that has not since had its
equal in either scale or long-term effects.'" Guided by experts and advisers, and always adhering
to his core belief that education and health were fundamental to the improvement of human-
kind, Rockefeller focused on creating organizations that would alleviate the root causes of
human problems.'? In retrospect, it is clear that he fundamentally affected the course of the
twentieth century by founding, or taking a major role in founding, Spelman College in 1884
(the first higher education institution for African American women in the United States); the
University of Chicago in 1884 (one of the catliest post-graduate institutions in the United
States); RIMR in 1901 (the first biomedical research institute in the United States); the
General Education Board in 1902 (by far the largest philanthropic organization dedicated to
the improvement of education in the American South); the Rockefeller Foundation in 1913
(the largest global philanthropy of the first half of the twentieth century); the International
Health Board in 1913 (dedicated to worldwide public health, and successor to the short-



lived Rockefeller Sanitary Commission for the Eradication of Hookworm Disease); and the
Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial in 1918 (the first large-scale philanthropy dedicated to
support of the social sciences)."” He capped this sequence of acts, which transferred half of his
wealth to charity, by giving virtually all the rest of his fortune to his son, John D. Rockefeller
Jr., who continued his father’s tradition of creating institutions as a means of perpetuating
philanthropic goals.'

Founding the RIMR

Nowhere is Rockefeller’s style more evident than in the founding of RIMR. Because he held a
deep interest in health, Rockefeller made significant gifts to medical colleges and research
hospitals."” When at the turn of the century his philanthropic adviser Frederick Gates, and
Rockefeller’s son, Junior, approached him with a vision of building a substantial medical research
organization, the elder Rockefeller was receptive but demanded a thorough consideration of its
possible functions, goals, and form. It took nearly a year to satisfy him, and for a few years after
its founding he kept a tight leash on the RIMR budget.'

Rockefeller did not interfere in the least with the researchers or their research even though,
as Bert Hansen’s article demonstrates, medical research was a new and only recently respectable
idea. He allowed his son and Gates to monitor and report, and the first director, Simon Flexner,
to administer the new organization without restraint. As in his business life, Rockefeller was
content to have well-chosen leaders carry out his projects. In this case, it was a two-pronged
design including the creation of a laboratory-centered institute searching for new ways to
attack disease while at the same time nurturing a generation of young investigators who
would travel throughout the United States and the world with cutting-edge research agendas.
Flexner, whose style of leadership matched Rockefeller’s inclinations, was an exemplar of the
modern laboratory director.'” Bernard Unti’s contribution to this collection shows that he
had excellent public relations skills as well.

The second prong of the design is less appreciated than the first one. The desire to have
RIMR serve as a wellspring of biomedical research for the entire globe is reflected in the trustees’
early decision to initiate a grant-giving program, an effort that continued for fifteen years.'®
Small grants to researchers in the United States and Europe not only nurtured scientific
medicine when the link between science and medicine was still a fragile one but also helped
establish relationships between RIMR and a wide range of laboratories.'” From the beginning,
the RIMR needed well-trained young researchers to carry out the imaginative agendas of the
laboratory heads recruited by Flexner, and it was important to know where leading research
was occurring.

Simon and Abraham Flexner

RIMR’s connections with other researchers and research programs were facilitated by its close
relationships with the other Rockefeller philanthropies, primarily the Rockefeller Foundation.*
Simon Flexner was the most obvious embodiment of these relationships. He served as a trustee
of the Rockefeller Foundation for over fifteen years (1913-1929), often sitting at the center of
discussions dealing with medical and scientific questions. Robert Kohler has noted that Flexner’s
“endorsement in any [Foundation] matter could be decisive.”*' In 1915, Flexner was made a



trustee of the China Medical Board, a spin-off from the Foundation, and in that same year he
was one of the board’s commissioners who visited medical and research institutions in Japan
and Korea before undertaking an extensive review of Chinese hospitals and medical schools. In
1916, he was elected a trustee of the Peking Union Medical College (created by the China
Medical Board), and later went to its opening ceremonies in Beijing in 1921.** He also was a
trustee of the International Health Board from its inception in 1913 undil its merger with the
Rockefeller Foundation in 1928.

In terms of his influence on Rockefeller philanthropy in general, it should be noted that
Flexner was a personal friend of John D. Rockefeller Jr., the chairman of the Rockefeller
Foundation and creator of the International Education Board. In fact, Flexner and his wife
Helen often visited Rockefeller Jr. and his wife Abby, and spent summers near the Rockefellers
at Seal Harbor, Maine.”® On several occasions, Flexner assisted the Rockefeller family by
arranging for RIMR hospital physicians to accompany them on their travels or by providing
consultations on medical conditions.?*

Another relationship of importance to the course of Rockefeller philanthropy was Simon’s
closeness to his brother Abraham Flexner who, drawing substantially on his brother’s views
and experience, wrote a monumentally influential report on medical education in the United
States and Canada (1910) for the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.”
Soon after, Abraham became an officer of the General Education Board and was the central
figure in creating its new program of aid to medical schools; a few years later, he also became
an officer of the Rockefeller Foundation. In 1930, Abraham Flexner became the founding
director of the Institute for Advanced Study, whose leading scientists often traveled to RIMR
in the 1930s and 1940s.

The Institute and the Foundation

All of the RIMR’s directors after Simon Flexner, through Frederick Seitz (1968-1978), simul-
taneously served as trustees of the Rockefeller Foundation. These interconnects fostered certain
direct relationships that lasted for over fifty years. After the United States’s entry into World
War I, for example, the Foundation established on RIMR’s campus a War Demonstration
Hospital for the improvement of surgical techniques to repair battle wounds. Headed by
RIMR’s Nobel Prize-winning Alexis Carrel, whose innovations are described in this volume by
Shelley McKellar, the hospital gave specialized training to dozens of military surgeons and
doctors, and in the process acquainted them with RIMR.

At about the same time the International Health Board, which collaborated closely with
the Rockefeller Foundation, began to investigate the possibilities of a global anti-yellow fever
campaign. As Aya Takahashi notes in her essay, RIMR researcher Hideyo Noguchi was
quickly drawn into this project, leading a Foundation-supported research team to Guayaquil,
Ecuador in 1918 to establish a temporary laboratory with a goal of identifying a microbial
cause of yellow fever. For the same purpose, he later traveled to Mexico, Peru, and Brazil at
the behest of the Foundation, and died—a martyr to scientific medicine—on a Foundation
yellow fever expedition to West Africa.*®

In 1929, the Foundation decided to place a virus research laboratory on the RIMR campus,
and staffed it with outstanding figures like Max Theiler, who received a Nobel Prize in 1950
for developing a vaccine for yellow fever. This laboratory, though completely funded by the



Foundation and operating under its direction, was integrated with the operations of RIMR at
a number of levels. Its staff used the facilities of the RIMR, including its library and the
dining room—famous for its scientific interactions. The virus laboratory was the site for the
development of important instrumentation, such as the ultracentrifuge and the electron
microscope, which were shared with RIMR.% There was also a certain exchange of staff: for
example, Frank Horsfall, an epidemiologist, moved from the virus laboratory to the Institute
in 1941; and Jordi Casals, an immunologist, went from the Institute to the virus laboratory in
the 1952.2 Unitil the virus laboratory was relocated to Yale University in 1964, it was deeply
interwoven with the life of the Institute.”

During the quarter century heyday of global Rockefeller philanthropic support of the
natural and medical sciences, about 1925-1950, the RIMR also served as a major destination
for Rockefeller-supported scientific tours of the United States.”® Beginning with the fellow-
ship programs of the short-lived International Education Board—founded by John D.
Rockefeller Jr. in 1923, and merged with the Rockefeller Foundation in 1928—and the
International Health Board, and continuing through the 1930s and 1940s, the Institute
(being in the port city where ocean liners from Europe most often discharged their passen-
gers) was often the first stop for overseas recipients of what were unofficially known as
“Rockefeller traveling fellowships.”' RIMR hosted dozens of such visitors for periods of a
few days to several months. Sometimes they were merely brief observers, but often they re-
ceived substantial instruction in particular laboratory procedures, and occasionally they joined
a laboratory’s staff, participating in its research program.3 2 In the records of visitors who came
under the auspices of other Rockefeller organizations one may read such remarks as: “Rock-
efeller Institute Dr. Carrel arranged for B. to see techniques used in the cultivation of tissues”
(Arthur Neville Burkett, Australia, 1924), and “C.’s experience at [the RIMR’s Princeton,
New Jersey laboratories] is all that he has dreamed of. He is taking up a new line of work
there, namely a problem of Kunkel’s on the transmission of plant viruses. . . .” (Alvaro Santos
Costa, Brazil, 1942-1943).%

Such visitors both spread the research gospel of the Institute, and brought to it word of the
latest developments elsewhere. For some of these visitors, the Institute was not just a stop
along the way, but a primary destination. As Elizabeth Hanson noted

In the first half of the [twentieth] century, before formal postdoctoral training became
routine, a stint at the Institute became almost a prerequisite—although an unofficial
one—for young scientists pursuing a research career [in biomedical science]. The con-
centration of renowned researchers, and opportunities for short-term research appoint-
ments, drew a steady stream of fresh ideas and scientific expertise to the Institute.**

Many of those researchers were physicians, and their commitment to research and education
led them to positions of leadership in U.S. medical schools, and throughout the world. For
example, Dr. John Auer received a medical degree from Johns Hopkins in 1902, and then
conducted research at RIMR from 1903 to 1921 (less two years as an instructor at Harvard).
He moved to the St. Louis University (Missouri) School of Medicine, where for twenty-seven
years he was a professor of pharmacology and later the director of that department.”

Certainly the Institute’s intended role as a postgraduate teaching and training institution often
served the purposes of the Rockefeller Foundation. A small, but consistent, number of its
fellowships were essentially educational stipends intended to substantially upgrade a fellow’s



knowledge and skills, and often to equip them to take positions with Rockefeller Foundation-
funded institutions in medicine and public health. Although many fellows who received this
kind of support were sent to traditional graduate programs at Johns Hopkins, Cornell, Harvard,
Chicago, and other leading schools, a steady stream came to RIMR. This program contributed
substantially to the international cast of RIMR, bringing Chinese, Latin American, and European
researchers to the laboratories beginning in the 1910s.% In the 1950s and 1960s, when the
Rockefeller Foundation was consciously involved in improving race relations, the fellowship
program brought outstanding African American researchers to the campus.”

There was also a modest reverse flow of RIMR staff who temporarily went to Rockefeller-
related institutions. Most notably, Alfred E. Cohn, Henry Houghton, Ann G. Kuttner,
Louise Pearce, Carl Ten Broeck, and Donald Van Slyke went to the Peking Union Medical
College—opened in 1921 under the auspices of the Rockefeller Foundation’s China Medical
Board.” While engaged in their mission to found a tradition of scientific medical education
in China by teaching Chinese students, they served as evaluators for the Foundation’s fellowship
program, recommending especially promising young investigators who were sent to RIMR.*
The first, Dr. Edgar Chen, arrived in 1918.

A more complex kind of diffusion of RIMR expertise, illustrated by the career of Dr.
Edmund V. Cowdry, also occurred under the reach of the Foundation but in collaboration
with RIMR. Cowdry received a PhD in anatomy from the University of Chicago (1913), and
taught first there, and then at Johns Hopkins. In 1917, he took an appointment at the Peking
Union Medical College, and then went to RIMR from 1921 to 1928 as an Associate Member.
He moved to Washington University (St. Louis, Missouri) in 1928, and in the 1930s he
received Rockefeller Foundation funding for his cytology laboratory. Although he served on
the Rockefeller Foundation Yellow Fever Commission, he remained at Washington University
until retirement. Cowdry’s career, thoroughly and remarkably shaped by a trajectory through
Rockefeller-related institutions, was the epitome of the Rockefeller effect on many other
biomedical researchers of his generation. Often the molding of a life in science by Rockefeller
appointments, fellowships, and grants is not fully revealed by scientists’ biographies and auto-
biographies, which tend to depict careers as a fabric of research problems. But for hundreds of
scientists, including some of the women discussed in Elizabeth Hanson’s essay, the Rockefeller
effect was substantial.

Other Connections and Networks

The Rockefeller University, throughout its hundred years, has had strong connections with
many organizations in addition to the Rockefeller Foundation and its allied philanthropies.
The directors and presidents of the University themselves had significant outside relationships.
Flexner had connections with German laboratories both from his medical studies there in 1891
and his post-appointment travels, which also took him to the Pasteur Institute in Paris, in
1903-1904.% Among others, he established a friendship with Paul Ehrlich, the great immunol-
ogist, and arranged for him a gift of $10,000 from John D. Rockefeller Sr. when Ehrlich’s
Institute at Frankfurt had a funding shortage.*' Participating in the Rockefeller Foundation’s
mission to east Asia in 1915 gave Flexner a set of contacts there.

As Abigail O’Sullivan describes it in her contribution, Flexner’s successors Herbert Gasser
and Detlev Bronk had strong affiliations with British neurophysiology laboratories that re-



sulted in campus visits and student migrations. Bronk and later Frederick Seitz were presidents
of the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, which brought them into a vast web of American
scientists; Seitz was an adviser to the Republic of China on Taiwan.** Joshua Lederberg,
David Baltimore, and Torsten Wiesel, presidents in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, respectively,
served on numerous corporate, philanthropic, and government boards and commissions.
Arnold Levine was at two leading biomedical research institutions (the State University of
New York at Stony Brook and Princeton University) before coming to the Rockefeller
University in 1998-2002.

The faculty of the university have equally important connections to scientific organizations
and networks. In the early years, there were affiliations with the Naples (Italy) Zoological
Station and the Woods Hole (Massachusetts) Marine Biological Station, sites not only of
research but also of symposia where cutting-edge research was discussed and critiqued. In
the latter part of the century, faculty had collaborative relationships, or visiting appointments,
at biomedical foci such as Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory (New York), the Salk Institute
(California), and the Weizmann Institute (Israel). For over a half-century, Rockefeller faculty
have collaborated with researchers at the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, and the
New York Presbyterian Hospital-Cornell University Medical Center, which are adjacent to
the University’s campus in New York City. In 1956, The Population Council—an organization
created by John D. Rockefeller 3rd in 1952—established laboratories at the University (now
called the Center for Biomedical Research), and its faculty have worked closely with a number
of University faculty. In 1986, the University became an affiliate of the Howard Hughes
Medical Institute (HHMI), a foundation that appoints and funds biomedical researchers who
perform their work at existing centers. By 2001, there were eleven HHMI investigators at the
University, tenured faculty who once a year present their research to other HHMI researchers
gathered from all over the United States.

Combined with the ebb and flow of researchers and graduate students (since the graduate
program began in 1955) who have come to the University, and who have left to join other
institutions, or even to found them,* the multi-faceted connections of the faculty and admin-
istration have given the University an important set of linkages to the global biomedical
research community.

Conclusion

The history of the first century of the Rockefeller University is a record of connectivity—of
both persons and institutions—and effects, that give it global significance. Just as the city of
New York from inception has been an international crossroads for people and ideas,* the Uni-
versity has been part of a global network. Geographically on an island, it never has been isolated
in its roles in the philanthropic and scientific communities.

Each of the following essays, in addition to revealing a particular aspect of the history of
the Rockefeller University, in some way connects it to the scientific currents and social fabric
of the twentieth century. This volume responds to the call of the distinguished historian of
medicine and science, Charles Rosenberg, who asked fellow historians to locate research insti-
tutions within “the developing ecology of knowledge.”*® What follows recounts some of the
extraordinary achievements that have occurred on that small space on the east side of Manhattan,
while reminding us that those achievements were linked to the world. To paraphrase a famous



passage in a poem by John Donne: Rockefeller has not been an island, entire of itself; it has
been a piece of the continent, and a part of the globe.
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