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THERE ARE VERY FEW people who have such
a profound impact on their professions that the
telling of their life story is also a recounting of the
history of their time and place. Ruth L. Kirschstein,
M.D., who provided direction and leadership to the
National Institutes of Health (NIH) through much
of the second half of the 20th century, was one
such person. At a moment in time when profes-
sional service to the government is often not given
the respect it deserves, the story of Ruth’s life, and
the positive effect she had on public policy, public
health, and the training of several generations of
biomedical researchers, should inspire those consid-
ering public service and give great satisfaction to

those currently serving the nation and the world.

Ruth Kirschstein was the daughter of immigrant
parents who weathered the disgraceful prejudice
and stereotyping of women and Jews, which would
have prevented her professional contributions if not
for her perseverance and hard work. She went on to
become a key player in the development of a safe
and effective polio vaccine, the first woman director
of a major institute at the NIH, and a champion of
the importance of basic biomedical research and
training programs that provided opportunity to
all talented students, especially underrepresented

minority students.

She was both a guiding force and witness to much of
the drama that NIH research brought to the public’s
attention: the polio vaccine, the Women'’s Health
Initiative, recombinant DNA research, congressional
budget hearings, and the eventual strong bipartisan
support that the NIH now enjoys from both houses
of Congress. In an engaging and informal account of
Ruth’s life, Alison Davis brings out the humanity and
the strength of character that enabled the success of

this remarkable public servant.

Michael M. Gottesman, M.D.
NIH Deputy Director for Intramural Research
Bethesda, Maryland
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FOREWORD

The modern world is one of celebrity and notoriety. We live during a time

in which recognition seems to be bestowed more generously for bad deeds
than for good ones and is more often than not the product of self-interest.
Therefore, it is truly gratifying when we have an opportunity to look back and
recognize the contributions of those who change the world, quietly, through
their keen insight, their instinctive generosity, and their selfless hard work.

Ruth Kirschstein, whom we were fortunate to know as a devoted mother
and a loving wife, was one of those rare people who truly made a difference
for the good in this challenging world. Over the span of her life she was a
classically trained pianist, an accomplished scientist, a highly effective admin-
istrator, and a brilliant advocate for science and scientists. She brought to each
of these roles an unparalleled dedication, passion, and seemingly limitless
ability to achieve.

Ruth was simply “always there.” Her overflowing enthusiasm enriched
the lives of everyone around her: at the National Institutes of Health (NIH),
in the wider scientific community, and even in low-income communities in
Washington, DC, where she inspired schoolchildren by revealing to them the
excitement of science. From childhood, Ruth showed strength of character,
dedication, enthusiasm, passion for social justice, and an appreciation of
beauty in all its forms. She had an uncanny ability to see potential in others,
and she knew the power of attention and of words to transform.

Throughout her long career, her various talents directly touched literally
tens of thousands of people, from laboratory assistants on the NIH campus,
to those scientists and administrators whom she mentored personally, to
researchers across the country, to members of Congress. Although only a few
know much about Ruth'’s scientific contributions in virology and pathology,
these efforts were among her proudest achievements. Millions have benefited
from the broader reach of Ruth’s work, through the polio vaccine safety test
that helped vanquish a horrific paralyzing disease from many corners of the
world as well as through the support of young scientists working at the front
lines of discovery whose contributions will further future public health in
innumerable ways.

This biography provides a window to view Ruth’s extraordinary life and
gives us a chance to apply the broad themes and touching details within
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the context of our own lives. There is no question that Ruth would not have
wanted the recognition afforded through a book, seeing instead the need to
“get on with things.” But we and her NIH family could not let the story of this
remarkable woman go untold. We believe that, quietly and humbly, she would
have been touched by what this book represents: a celebration of the progress
that resulted from her energy and her passion.

For those of you knew Ruth, we hope that this book brings smiles (and
possibly some tears) to you, as you read and celebrate her spirit. For those
who did not have the opportunity to be personally touched by her, we hope
that this work will allow you to share in the good fortune of those of us who
were guided, enriched, and blessed by her presence and to take with you a
little of her innate enthusiasm, courage, dedication, and goodness—to make
in your own way a better world. She would have wanted that.

Arnold B. Rabson, M.D.
Alan S. Rabson, M.D.
DECEMBER 2011
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GETTING TO KNOW RUTH KIRSCHSTEIN

ne needs to journey back only as far as the 1950s to encounter a

world that many people today would have difficulty recognizing.

Consider the polio hysteria that held American families captive to
a horrific, untreatable disease that preyed mainly on children. At a moment’s
notice, theaters and public pools would close, and children would be warned
to avoid drinking fountains. Many worried parents would simply flee cities
entirely. Public panic was at an all-time high then, particularly during the
summer months when polio outbreaks were common. This disease was one
of the most feared contagions of the day, a fear instigated not so much by
the sheer number of deaths— cancer and tuberculosis were deadlier—but
rather by images of children crippled for life and of iron lung machines that, so
frightening in appearance, actually gave people life, enabling polio victims to
breathe when their respiratory muscles had been deadened.

And so the first polio vaccine that emerged from research and testing in
the early 1950s met with enormous enthusiasm worldwide. But something
went very wrong in 1955, something that would almost undermine public faith
in medical research—something that Ruth L. Kirschstein, M.D., an unknown
and unlikely hero, would help to set straight and, as a result, reestablish
American trust in the burgeoning field of vaccine development.

In that year a batch of tainted polio vaccine threatened the health of the
public. This tragedy, which turned out to be one of the biggest public health
controversies the nation had ever known, became known as the Cutter
Incident of 1955. Ruth’s response to the emergency would be the first of her
many accomplishments that would have national, if not global, significance.

As with the public health climate, cultural norms in the 1950s might seem
foreign to many of us today as well. Women and many minority groups were
denied access to much of what we now take for granted: schools, jobs, and
many public services and events. And this bias was by no means subtle.
Minority applicants to colleges were told coldly to apply elsewhere, if they
received a reply at all. Employers routinely denied minority individuals job
opportunities without any feelings of shame or fear, essentially because there
were no equal-opportunity laws in place.

Ruth lived through this forbidding time. The countless incidences of
gender and ethnic bias she faced as a woman and as a Jew—coupled with
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the gross inequality for people of color she witnessed in New Orleans during
her medical training—instilled within Ruth a lasting commitment to social
justice. She would learn, through experience, to question inequality and the
complacency of the medical establishment.

Ruth overcame these early obstacles in her life and became an outstand-
ing scientist, a consummate leader, and a gifted communicator. She rose
quickly through the ranks of the NIH, becoming the first female director of an
NIH institute, the National Institute of General Medical Sciences (NIGMS); the
first female deputy director of the NIH; and the agency’s first female acting
director. Ruth is widely lauded for transforming the NIGMS into the major
institute that it is today for supporting basic research, dramatically increas-
ing its budget, and, more important, convincing members of Congress that
seemingly esoteric basic research could lead to breakthrough cures. Indeed,
by 2011, NIGMS had funded the work of 74 scientists who went on to win a
Nobel Prize.

Along the way, partly due to her life experiences, Ruth was exceptionally
supportive of women and minorities in science. While much more progress
is needed—a concept certainly not lost on Ruth—she helped to change the
demographics of the NIH, recognizing talent and encouraging the hiring and
promotion of female and minority researchers into leadership roles. So com-
mitted was Ruth to equal opportunity and to research training that Congress,
in 2002, renamed the National Research Service Awards in her honor.

So who was this woman, Ruth Lillian Kirschstein? She was the daughter
of immigrants, a dedicated student, a direct victim of inequality ... a wife, a
mother, an astute researcher, a visionary administrator ... a member of the
esteemed U.S. Institute of Medicine, a passionate mentor and wise counselor,
and a charmer of Congressional committees. Through it all, Ruth was the very
embodiment of the NIH spirit while showing the world what a smart, spunky
lady could do.

Ruth was many things to many people. And her story begins on
Ellis Island.

Michael M. Gottesman, M.D.
NIH DEPUTY DIRECTOR FOR INTRAMURAL RESEARCH
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CHAPTER 1

Coming of Age

“It never occurred to me that I could not do anything

Twanted.” —RUTH L. KIRSCHSTEIN, M.D.

HAVING HIMSELF ARRIVED ONLY WEEKS earlier as a refugee but already
manning the immigration desk at Ellis Island, the German attendant worked
through a long line of Eastern European immigrants to the goldene medine.
America had become the “golden land” for Jews escaping the growing wave
of ethnic cleansing that had swept through southern Russia.

“Name?” the attendant questioned the next family in line. He heard
something that began with a “k” sound, and he believed that he had heard
it correctly. Time was short, and many details were lost in the transition to a
new home.

Less concerned with the pronunciation of their family names and eager to
begin life in America, thousands of early immigrants to the United States were
routed through this government-owned gateway in Jersey City, New Jersey,
just across from New York City. The goal was to get through, and quickly, and
so “Kirschstein,” the German translation of “cherry stone,” seemed to work
fine for an 8-year-old boy named Julius, his siblings, and his parents.

Many years later, Julius” daughter, Ruth Lillian Kirschstein, would note, “I
have no idea, nor did my father, what the family name was originally.” They
had come from “near the borders of Poland and Russia ... but the border and
the village names did not always stay the same.”

Comingof Age 1



Family trees like that of the new Kirschsteins sprouted branches as hard-
working pioneers sought to make their way in America. And a hard way it
was. The marvels of mid-20th century public health achievements—hygiene,
good nutrition, and antibiotics—were far in the future.

At the time, childhood survival was iffy, and the Kirchstein family had
been no exception. Julius had made it, but some of his siblings had not.

From the age of 8 he would know America— not his birthplace in Russia—
as home.

Like many other turn-of-the-century immigrants wanting safety, stabil-
ity, and harmony, Julius” parents had first settled in the Lower East Side of
Manhattan. Then, as with many other newly arrived families, the Kirschsteins
moved across the East River to Brooklyn, the most populous of New York
City’s five boroughs and a collection of ethnic enclaves. Even today, Brooklyn’s
official motto is “Een Draght Mackt Maght,” which also appears on the bor-
ough’s seal and flag and in original Dutch means, “In Unity There Is Strength.”

In time, Julius would meet, and marry, Elizabeth Berm. Ruth, the couple’s
only child, was born on October 12, 1926. Ruth never knew any of her grand-
parents but had heard stories about her paternal relatives from her father.
Many years later, she recalled the little she knew about her heritage:

“When my grandfather on my father’s side settled on the Lower East Side
of New York he went in the business of bottling of sodas, seltzer water ...

He must have been involved in some sort of glass bottling business in Russia,
because | inherited some beautiful cut glass. Some of it is stained ruby red and
[that] is similar to what | have seen in Russian exhibits on occasion. ... One of
my uncles, my father’s brother, actually went on and continued the business,
because he used to provide us with seltzer water at the house.”

DS &

Young Ruth spent much of her childhood in a modest apartment on the
Eastern Parkway, the main artery of the Brooklyn workaday bustle. She later
recalled spending many contented hours in the Brooklyn Library, the Brooklyn
Art Museum, and the Brooklyn Botanical Garden. Her parents were devotees
of the arts, collecting and maintaining what must have been for the time a
very impressive library of books and 78-rpm classical music records.

As a child of two working parents, Ruth depended on the subway to get to
and from the yeshiva day school she attended from grades one through eight,
just three stops down from the family apartment and next to one of several
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synagogues that served the local Jewish community. A love of learning came
early and easily to her. Both Elizabeth and Julius were teachers and were
eager to feed their daughter’s curiosity and provide a great stream of informa-
tion about the world and how it worked. Reading was a primary activity, as
were frequent, lively dinner discussions with a collection of “very intellectual,
free-thinking” people, as Ruth later remembered.

The nurturing, if not sheltered, care she received from her parents notwith-
standing, Ruth’s childhood was inescapably affected by the Great Depression
and the spartan environment and attitudes it brought. In the fall of 1929, just
two weeks after her third birthday, Black Tuesday plunged the nation into a
period of sustained economic collapse, initiating a hardship for a generation
of Americans.

Discriminatory hiring practices presented the family with even more chal-
lenges. One of only two Jewish men in his college graduating class of 30 or
40, Ruth’s father had earned his chemical engineering degree at Columbia
University after a brief period of service in World War 1. Julius" commitment,
persistence, and diligence no doubt helped form the pioneering spirit Ruth
would go on to display throughout her life. Those traits went only so far,
though, when it came to her father’s actually getting a job. Upon graduation
from college, he and his Jewish school chum were told by their professor, “I
have no jobs to give you,” and then the two friends watched as everyone else
in the class found work.

Although unable to work as a professional engineer, Julius had the good
fortune to find part-time teaching work. Teaching high school chemistry
appeared the best and most interesting use of his talent and time, leaving
some of the latter for investigations and tinkering in the family’s sixth-floor
apartment. While such pursuits nurtured his intellectual needs, they did not
bring him much income or fame.

One of Julius’ part-time teaching positions was at Peter Stuyvesant High
School—then and now a prestigious New York City public high school
specializing in mathematics and science. Four Nobel laureates are among
the school’s alumni.

To Ruth, Julius’ role went far beyond being an engineer or teacher, he was
now her hero. Because her mother, Elizabeth, suffered months-long bouts of
an at-the-time undiagnosed illness that resulted in long hospital stays, Ruth
did not see much of her mother in her formative years. At the time, children
were not permitted to enter hospitals if they were not themselves patients.
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“[The hospital staff] would put [mother] by a window, and | was down on the
outside street looking up and waving at her,” Ruth remembered.

Elizabeth had become ill when Ruth was 8 or 9 years old—roughly the same
age Julius had been when he arrived in America to start a new life. Perhaps
he had a particular empathy for his daughter at this tender age as a result:

He spent nearly all his free time with the girl at museums, at the library, and
attending concerts of all sorts. This fervent attention to culture likely framed
a devotion to the arts that would inspire and enrich Ruth’s entire life.

Ruth’s mother eventually overcame her illness and could return to work.
A German refugee doctor at Montefiore Hospital in the Bronx connected
the dots of Elizabeth’s symptoms to a relatively little known, but manageable,
disease called nontropical sprue (later identified as celiac disease). After
the doctor said to Julius that a change in diet might alleviate her symptoms,
Elizabeth took control of her health by avoiding wheat gluten, cutting fat,
and increasing her consumption of fruit. Her symptoms virtually disappeared,
freeing her of the repeated hospitalizations and eventually allowing her to
return to work full-time.

Elizabeth Kirschstein taught at various public schools scattered throughout
New York City—some were 15 miles away in Harlem, which required more
than an hour’s travel each way by subway—but most were in the Red Hook
neighborhood of downtown Brooklyn, a mainly Italian enclave that had once
been the home to mobster Alphonse Gabriel “Al” Capone.

As was customary for the day, Ruth’s mother covered the entire range
of educational subjects in her lessons with elementary-age students, later
specializing in English and mathematics with junior high school students.
Ruth remembered her mother as a highly regarded and well-loved teacher
who practiced her craft long after mandatory retirement (age 70 at that time),
volunteering her substantial classroom skills until her death at 89.

Q9
@G0 @O @0

That Ruth enjoyed constant exposure to culture was a testament to her
parents’—mostly her father’s—enthusiasm for the arts, and for music in
particular. Despite the fact that the Kirschsteins did not have a large amount
of disposable income, Julius invested in a second-hand piano for 6-year-old
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Ruth and started her on piano lessons. That early and routine exposure to
music would blossom into a lifelong source of joy for his daughter.

Ruth also adored the enrichment and escape offered through reading.
Beginning around the age of 8 or 9, she canvassed the entire literary collection
of Willa Seibert Cather, the American author who chronicled frontier life in
the early-20th century Great Plains. Cather herself disliked most contempo-
rary women writers, judging them overly sentimental, and she had originally
intended to become a doctor before becoming a celebrated writer. Cather’s
no-nonsense approach to characterizing everyday life, and her challenging of
the norms of the day, may have influenced a young girl whose own parents—
Elizabeth in particular—were so supportive in encouraging Ruth to pursue her
own interests regardless of societal attitudes.

Indeed, Ruth noted later, “... it never occurred to me that | could not do
anything | wanted ... nor would my mother have thought that.”

Ruth’s parents had sent her to a private, Jewish day school in Brooklyn.
But after a few years of piano lessons in the neighborhood, it became evident
that Ruth’s talent would soon exceed the capabilities of her local teacher.
Recognizing musical potential in their daughter, as soon as the time came,
Julius and Elizabeth enrolled Ruth in a performing-arts high school, the High
School of Music and Art, where she enjoyed a multifaceted education rich in
the arts, but excellent also in languages—and importantly—in math and in
science as well.

Ruth spent an hour each way on the subway commuting to school. She
learned to complete her homework assignments en route, both to pass the
time and because many other things had to be done at home.

Although she loved the musical environment in high school, Ruth con-
cluded that her own musical talent was not good enough to be an outstanding
professional. She was not content to be a “second-[rate] French horn player in
a minor orchestra,” she said, adding that “if | was not going to be able to be
first-rate, | was not interested in [becoming a professional musician].”

Ruth then decided that while music would always be a significant part of
her life, she would pursue a career in medicine.

For college, Ruth’s parents did not want her to travel away from home. Ruth
settled on Long Island University, mainly due to its small size and her sense
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that it offered the best chance for a Jewish girl from New York City to have an
opportunity to be admitted to medical school.

When Ruth started college amid World War 11, in 1943, the population of
Long Island University consisted almost exclusively of merchandising students
and premed majors, including those men who had been deferred from mili-
tary service to acquire medical training. Four years later, in 1947, Ruth was the
only student in her undergraduate class to make it into medical school.

Years of practice doing homework on the subway paid off for Ruth in
college, when she used any spare time to earn spending money that she did
not want to ask her parents for—she felt their sacrifice for her education was
enough as it was. Tutoring math and giving piano lessons consumed her free
hours when she wasn’t studying or playing French horn in the college band.

Getting into medical school was an uphill challenge—not for academic
reasons, but due to the social constraints of the day. Few women were pre-
pared to persevere through the gender discrimination that kept females from
being considered at all for medicine. And to be Jewish, on top of that, made
matters much worse: Almost all medical schools had instituted quota systems
for Jewish students.

Ruth’s strategy was a full-court press. She had written to every medical
school in the country, but her reception was almost universally chilly: “We
don’t take out-of-staters,” she remembered. “We don’t take women.”

Then, her luck changed: Tulane University School of Medicine, which,
according to Ruth, had a reputation for not having the same quota system,
invited her for an interview. It would be conducted locally by an alumnus
living in Brooklyn. It went very well: Ruth knew walking out of the interview
that New Orleans would be her home for a while and that she had climbed
a key step toward achieving her dream.

Of approximately 4,000 applicants in fall 1947, Ruth and 109 other fresh-

men were admitted to the Tulane medical school class that would graduate
four years later in 1951. Ruth had also been accepted to the medical school

at New York University, which she refused to attend for fear her parents would
“smother” her. Moreover, she said, “If | had gone to NYU medical school, to
this day | would be practicing medicine in the [doctor’s suite] of the apartment
complex, and living in the apartment where my parents had lived.”
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Julius Kirschstein was “hero” to young Ruth.

Every school other than New York University and Tulane had turned her
down, and some were quite direct in doing so. Ruth recalled one case of what
she perceived as outright bigotry: “Have you ever considered changing your
name to get accepted into medical school?”

Competition was tough, and medical school was no cakewalk for Ruth.
While she had been first in her class in college and nearly first in high school,
she remembered being only “something like fortieth” in her medical school
class. “It was not easy,” she recalled, and she studied nearly all the time.

Comingof Age 7
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Ruth did all she could to live in the world of medicine, reading scholarly
publications like the New England Journal of Medicine faithfully despite the
demands of her curriculum. She was especially enamored of the New England
Journal’s famous case reports—in which doctors describe authentic experi-
ences with patients, often recounting unusual situations and illnesses—and
she absorbed the stories as would other people reading fiction.

One day during medical school, Ruth was part of the team conducting
patient rounds—a practice in teaching hospitals in which students, resi-
dents, and senior physicians go from hospital room to hospital room talking
about the current cases. On one such morning, Ruth put to use what she had
learned from her independent reading of medical journals. The team of doc-
tors happened upon a patient with an unusual condition; Ruth remembered
raising her hand, speaking up confidently, and then explaining succinctly how
to handle the medical challenge for the patient who lay in front of them. She
had read about a similar case in the New England Journal of Medicine.

At Tulane, a higher-than-expected number of students, compared to
national percentages of the time, were Jewish, but Ruth was the only Jewish
female in her class. The class was also a good bit older than was typical,
and several classmates had come from Puerto Rico or South America.

Just after the war, and due largely to the Gl Bill that provided college or
vocational education for returning World War Il veterans, several students
in Ruth’s class were older than she was, married, and had had their tuition
paid by the U.S. government.

Of the 10 women in her class, Ruth was the only one not from the South. Yet,
she embraced the beauty of New Orleans. As winter approached during her
first year at Tulane, Ruth found herself downright startled, but delighted, at
seeing camellias blooming. Conversely, trips back to New York City during
school breaks brought a rude, cold-weather shock. During the first two years
of medical school, Ruth roomed with two women, one of them divorced and
with a daughter, near the undergraduate campus in the Garden District, a
leafy, lush area of New Orleans. Although she had her own room, Ruth shared
a bath with the women. Because she ate all her meals on campus and had
a heavy class load, however, she spent little time at home.

She liked New Orleans, but the conditions in which Ruth lived did not
matter much to her. After deciding on medicine as a career, she was fully
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dedicated to succeeding and doing all the work required to make that happen.
She was at medical school to learn how to become a doctor, and nothing
would deter her from that goal. Accordingly, she did not pursue many outside
activities—and forewent tutoring, piano lessons, and other interests to stay
on course.

As with all medical schools, the two phases of instruction were separated
in time. At Tulane, they were also separated in space: the school had two
entirely separate campuses across town from one another. Ruth’s first two
years of medical school were spent mastering the details of basic science.
Year one consisted of gross anatomy, histology, embryology, biochemistry,
physiology, and pharmacology. In year two, the medical students extended
the foundation set down in year one by pursuing various applications of the
basic science curriculum, and took pathology, microbiology, and physical
diagnosis. These classes were the entrée to the clinical years three and four.

Throughout medical school, Ruth grew increasingly interested in the study
of the diseases themselves, an interest that would direct her career to pathol-
ogy, the branch of medicine that deals with the laboratory examination of
samples of body tissue for diagnostic or forensic purposes. Tulane’s depart-
ment of pathology and bacteriology then consisted of five professors and five
instructors and was led by Charles E. Dunlap, M.D. Under his tutelage, Ruth
became especially fascinated with pathology, planting a seed for a career in
medicine and research that would span more than a half-century.

Another seed was about to be planted—one that would shape her
personal and professional life in ways unimaginable to her.
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CHAPTER 2

A Perfect Match

“We loved to talk about school, about medicine,

about the world.” — ALAN S. RABSON, M.D.

“I HAVE A FRIEND FROM COLLEGE who I think you would like more than
you like me. If | give you his address, will you write to him?”

“No,” Ruth replied quite frankly to Donald Feldman, a microbiology
student at Tulane, perhaps a bit put off by her friend’s suggestion to strike up
a relationship with someone she had never met. Later, she would change her
mind, and that decision would alter her entire life’s course.

In fact, the truth was that “Donny,” as only his closest friends called
Feldman, thought the world of Ruth and would have preferred to continue
a relationship with her. But the timing wasn't right, he recalls, now a half-
century later in 2011.

Although Feldman had not gotten into medical school on the first try—
and had decided to pursue graduate studies instead— he did share a room
with medical students. Both Southerners, Feldman’s roommates teased him
incessantly about being from New York. He recalls now, “They never realized
that ‘damn Yankee’ was not one word until they started medical school!”

His roommates also talked a lot about a female student from the North
who always sat down in the front of the class and rushed around between
classes—atypical behavior for the more laid-back attitudes characteristic of
New Orleans. Curious to find out more, Feldman began attending the early-
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morning medical school classes to see firsthand this student, who, he said,
turned out to be motivated, pretty, and hardworking. Ruth Kirschstein was
her name, they had said. Feldman introduced himself to Ruth, they became
friends, and then dated a bit. Feldman recalls many good times with Ruth,
even visiting with her family one school break and having dinner with them
in Brooklyn, about an hour from his family home in Islip, New York.

Feldman had a friend, Alan S. “Al” Rabson, whom he knew from the
Men’s College on the River Campus of the University of Rochester in upstate
New York. Al was a little ahead of Feldman in school, however, having spent
time in the U.S. Merchant Marine during World War I, and he also had col-
lege credits from classes he took at Queens College in New York City.

Because he intended to complete graduate school and then apply to
medical school, Feldman saw many years of training ahead of him—at least
15—until he would have a paying job. He decided that a long-term rela-
tionship with Ruth would be impractical for him and unfair to her. Feldman
knew that his friend, Al, on the other hand, was older and had already been
accepted as a student at Long Island College of Medicine.

Feldman’s matchmaking skills would turn out to be spot on.

Al’s family had settled in Queens, New York City, a reality that had significant
implications for him, his sister, and his parents. They struggled to get by after
Al’s father, “Abe” Rabinowitz, died relatively young from a heart attack when
Al was a teen, leaving his mother Florence to single-handedly raise Al and his
sister during the Depression. The family ran a candy store, which doubled as
a home, as the Rabsons lived in a back room of the busy store. The business
was a huge commitment for the young family; its doors were open seven
days a week and every day of the year. Anti-Semitic sentiment ran deep in
early-20th century Queens, and Al suffered the brunt of it. He would, as did
many Jewish families, later change his name, in this case from Rabinowitz (in
Hebrew, “rabbi’s son”) to “Rabson.”

“| got beaten up all the time because | was Jewish,” he says now, noting
that nearly all of the store’s customers were not Jewish. The religious dis-
crimination Al encountered throughout his childhood persisted, making it
extremely hard for him to pursue higher education. The quota system for
admitting Jews to professional training studies such as medical school was
rigid, and it suffocated many dreams. Almost ready to give up and try another
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career, Al got into what he jokingly called a “second-rate” medical school, the
Long Island College of Medicine, thinking that it would be his only chance to
become a doctor. In reality, the medical school was a trailblazer in medical
education, integrating the teaching of medicine with patient care. Today, it is
part of the State University of New York Downstate Medical Center.

Al grew up fast and learned quickly about the necessity of working hard
for his very livelihood. Although the candy store pulled in enough profit for
the family to survive, and Al had free access to the cash register, after cover-
ing necessities there wasn’t much left for any discretionary spending. Ruth, on
the other hand, was well-off in his eyes since her parents had job security—a
godsend in Depression-era America.

Even though Ruth had been hesitant at first to write letters to Feldman'’s
friend, Al, she eventually complied. That did not matter much, though, since
Al hadn’t exactly taken “no” for an answer and had been writing numerous
letters to Ruth. She finally wrote back. Over the next few months, they got to
know each other, beginning a decades-long romance and partnership rivaled
by few.

“Even before we met in person, | felt like | knew who she was. We traded
pictures. She was very attractive, and we loved to talk about school, about
medicine, about the world,” said Al Rabson of Ruth Kirschstein.

They were a perfect match.

However well suited Al and Ruth were to each other, there was still Julius
Kirschstein to reckon with.

In 1949, after Ruth’s second year at Tulane, she returned to Brooklyn
for the summer. And Al was standing there at Penn Station waiting for her.
Unfortunately, so was Julius, who upon learning of his only child’s new
romantic interest was decidedly displeased and offered Al an unfriendly glare.
The three quickly parted ways in the station, and Ruth’s father proceeded
to warn his daughter about how becoming distracted would get her flunked
out of medical school. And yet Al was undeterred, and only a few hours
passed before he called Ruth at home in her apartment that night. They saw
each other the next day and every day that summer, even as Ruth recuper-
ated from a bout of mononucleosis. The two sat and talked medicine as she
rested. On better days during that first summer together, Al and Ruth went to
outdoor concerts at Lewisohn Stadium, on the grounds of the City College of
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New York. At the time, it was one of the town'’s public landmarks and hosted
regular performances by a range of artistic talents. Of course, it goes without
saying that as children of the Depression, Al and Ruth found the activity was
very accessible. It was “the cheapest thing we could do,” according to Al, who
recalls spending only 35 cents a ticket to see the New York Philharmonic
perform on a regular basis.

“She was smart and concerned about the world around her,” Al remem-
bers of those engaging discussions their first summer together.

One year ahead of Ruth in medical school, Al finished up his last year
in Brooklyn, set to graduate in 1950. Meanwhile, Ruth went back to New
Orleans and the two continued to write to each other. They reunited over
the winter holiday break in Miami, where Al’s sister, also named Ruth,
lived with her husband and child. Al and Ruth stayed in separate rooms in
Miami—Dbeing together away from home and still unmarried was a bit daring
for the times.

In the summer of 1950, preceding her final year at Tulane, Ruth got a job
conducting research in New York City at the Sloan-Kettering Institute (today,
the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center). This enabled her to try clinical
research. At that point, neither she nor Al knew where Al would be serving
his internship. When Ruth and Al learned that it would be in Boston, mar-
riage was the logical solution to being able to see one another on weekends
while staying within the boundaries of the good will of Ruth’s parents. They
became engaged.

Al and Ruth’s wedding took place on June 11, 1950, only five days after they
decided to get married. The ceremony was performed in the apartment where
Ruth and her parents had lived, by the rabbi from the Jewish center at the day
school she had attended.

The wedding ceremony was a traditional Jewish one, and it was private
and simple. Ruth chose to wear a dress she had stored in the closet, and she
and her mother prepared all the food themselves. The Kirschstein household
was not kosher, however, and “the poor rabbi did not get to eat anything,”
Ruth recalled later. Most family members, including Ruth Powell, Al’s sister,
came on very short notice to celebrate the marriage.
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Al Rabson and Ruth Kirschstein were a perfect match.
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After the wedding, Ruth decided to keep her name, for two reasons:

First, she and Al had already talked about how confusing life might be with
more than one “Dr. Rabson.” Perhaps more significant, though, was her
desire to perpetuate her own family’s name. Here was a chance to have a
Dr. Kirschstein in the family.

Ruth’s love of living fueled the countless professions, interests, and
relationships of what would become a very rich life. Not surprisingly, then,
in medical school, although Ruth had professed her strong interest in pathol-
ogy — ultimately the medical specialty she chose for a career—she was quick
to admit that “I fell in love with everything | did.” Talented and entertaining
professors in pediatrics ... psychiatry ... and many other subjects led her to
thinking that the lesson of the day might be her professional calling.

Nonetheless, to accommodate the wide array of interests that lay poten-
tially ahead in her career, Ruth decided, smartly, to pursue broad experience
in her postgraduate training. First, she did a one-year internship at the tremen-
dously busy Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn, her time split evenly between
medicine and surgery. She was able to experience a bit of all of the options
available to her.

Ruth was attracted to Kings County for a reason beyond its location in
New York City, where Al would be doing his residency in pathology at New
York University’s University Hospital. She was impressed with its humanitar-
jian mission. Built in 1831 as a one-room infirmary for publicly supported care
of the sick, Kings County then and now provides care to everyone regardless
of ability to pay. This environment of commitment and the hospital’s concern
for social justice came at a formative time in Ruth’s training and seemed to
have influenced her entire career.

Interns like Ruth were expected to jump into action, performing sometimes
for the first time, without help, procedures that ranged from delivering babies
in the middle of the night to responding to trauma and a wide variety of
other medical emergencies. Interns are professionally and personally “tested”
for their ability to make quick decisions that have heavy consequences. For
example, Ruth was left to perform appendectomies without supervision on
occasion due to a lack of staff and too many patients to serve.

Thus, interns— lowest on the totem pole of physicians in the hospital —
spend a lot of time on the job. Like the other approximately 100 interns at
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Kings County, Ruth spent five, sometimes six nights a week on duty. Sleep
was a precious commodity that took second place to the needs of whoever
came through the door.

At Kings County, the needs were huge. As a public hospital that pro-
vided free care, the wards were packed, and patients lined the hallways.
Inescapably, Ruth’s on-the-job training was fast, furious, and comprehensive.

“The hospital was enormously overcrowded. ... We had patients who
would not go home. We had patients who were very sick. We had patients
who were pretending they were sick. We had all sorts of things,” Ruth said.

Meanwhile Al, who was on his own schedule as a resident in pathology,
was much more emergency free, and his time was more predictable. And so
Al would go visit Ruth when she was on duty in the hospital. Ruth repaid the
favor by playing Beethoven sonatas and Mozart pieces for him on the piano in
the hospital recreation room.

“Our time together then was absolutely terrific,” Al remembers with a
wide smile.

The more than 1,000 miles that separated Kings County in Brooklyn and
Charity Hospital in New Orleans didn’t make too much difference in the types
of maladies Ruth encountered every day. Infections, tumors of all types, liver
disease, heart disease, and strokes were common. Tuberculosis, in particular,
was rampant. Nearly 10 percent of the interns got it, including Ruth. However,
she would not know for decades that she had contracted tuberculosis during
her internship at Kings County. The disease would lie dormant in her body
until it was detected many years later when she was living in Bethesda,
Maryland.

Many tuberculosis infections in humans work like they did in Ruth’s
case—lying dormant for years. In fact, a fairly low percentage of tuberculosis
infections cause the condition’s classic symptoms: chronic cough with bloody
spit, fever, night sweats, and “consumption,” the gradual but steady weight
loss that seems to rob a person of his or her body over time. Tuberculosis,
which is caused by a bacterium, is spread through direct contact with the
microorganism via coughing, sneezing, or exposure of unwashed skin.

While today a tuberculosis skin test takes only 48 hours to deliver a
response, and if positive, a DNA-based test can confirm infection quickly,
for Ruth and the rest of the doctors at Kings County and the other hospitals
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and clinics across the country, managing tuberculosis was incredibly difficult.
The disease was hard to diagnose, hard to treat, and it killed a lot of people.
Diagnosis was a long waiting game in which the hospital laboratory placed

a small sample of a patient’s saliva on a culture plate and waited to see if

it grew.

During her time at Kings County, Ruth saw many sides of medicine,
learned a lot, and became adept at lightning-quick decision making. She had
made a measured choice to do an all-purpose, intensive internship, and she
was accomplishing her goals.

As did many of the relatively few women doctors of the time, Ruth felt a
good deal of pressure from others to pursue medical specialties common to
women— pediatrics and obstetrics/gynecology in particular. However, for
whatever reason, she did not feel any need to take that suggested course.

It also helped that Al was supportive of the decisions Ruth made. The
couple had a partnership they both treasured. Their mutual attraction and
dedication to each other had as much to do with intellect as it did with
romance: Al was proud of having a working spouse, and Ruth cherished the
freedom and professional accomplishment this understanding between the
two of them offered her.

Together, they decided that pathology would suit both of their careers—
satisfying the intellectual need to solve medical mysteries and providing a
fairly regular schedule for raising a family.

By now, there were new pressures in postwar America. Peacetime drafts
had started with the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940; the second
peacetime draft, begun after World War 1l, contained a new provision aimed
at bolstering the ranks of health care workers in the military. In addition to
requiring all men between the ages 18 to 26 to register, this second peacetime
draft established the “doctor draft,” which meant that, barring special exemp-
tions, male physicians could be called for up to 21 months of active duty and
five years of reserve-duty service.

The Public Health Service Act gave academically oriented male physi-
cians like Al another option: to join the Service’s Commissioned Corps.
Rejecting an initial offer to serve in the remote Pribilof Islands off the Alaskan
coast—“What would my wife do there?” — Al pursued an opportunity to join
the second class of the Epidemic Intelligence Service, the forerunner of today’s
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The two made plans that would
help to shape their future careers.

Her year-long internship complete, Ruth had put her own residency on
hold until Al’s assignment was sorted out. During the summer of 1952, the two
lived in military barracks in Chamblee, Georgia. Al traveled daily to down-
town Atlanta to take courses at Grady Hospital, home to the city’s Veteran’s
Administration’s pathology department.

Renowned epidemiologist Alexander D. Langmuir, M.D., M.P.H., had
founded the Epidemic Intelligence Service and guided the fates of the newly
installed members of the Commissioned Corps. Respecting Al’s intellect and
political dexterity, Langmuir appointed him to a special, short-term assign-
ment in Detroit, Michigan. The sensitive nature of this assignment—to address
the concerns of Canadian government officials that Detroit automakers were
polluting the air and creating public health risks for their citizens— called for
equal doses of knowledge, skill, and tact. Al had them all.

Meanwhile, Ruth started looking for a pathology residency program
in Detroit. For the newly trained medical couple, the place and its people
were a perfect introduction to their later lives of blending research, medicine,
and diplomacy.

It turned out that Detroit was a haven for academic pathologists. Ruth
thrived in the environment, and when Al got word that his temporary assign-
ment had run its course and he had chosen as his next career move pursuing
virology in Ann Arbor, Michigan, Ruth considered carefully whether a move
would be in her best professional interests.

The decision was made for her when she learned that the University of
Michigan pathology department did not intend to hire a woman. In what
seems to have been a harbinger of her future pragmatism, Ruth decided to
continue her training at Providence Hospital in Detroit, a little over 40 miles
from Ann Arbor. They decided to, for the time being, work in different cities
during the day, with Al meeting Ruth at the Ann Arbor train station each night.
This would allow them to be together every evening after work.

Both Ruth and Al found living in Ann Arbor a good experience, but it
didn’t last long. As much as they liked the vibrancy of living in the Big 10
college town of Ann Arbor, Al and Ruth recognized that the next place they
would call home would be dictated by their career path, because now it
truly was a shared path. In a twist of fate that Ruth welcomed gladly, Al was
accepted into a pathology residency program in New Orleans. Tulane’s
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pathology department invited Ruth to continue her training there, and the
two physicians got into their brand-new Chevy and drove to The Big Easy.

Meanwhile, other changes were happening throughout the country. America
was thriving in the postwar economic boom. Federal investments in science
had taken root more fully. Vannevar Bush, Ph.D., an American engineer and
administrator known for his contributions to analog computing and as the pri-
mary organizer of the Manhattan Project, was beginning to play a significant
role in the scientific direction of the country. Bush worried that basic research
exploration and targeted military spending were not compatible.

At Bush’s urging, President Franklin D. Roosevelt saw that basic research
acquired federal backing, taking form in agencies such as the young and grow-
ing National Institutes of Health (NIH) and the then-new National Science
Foundation (NSF). By that time, the NIH had moved to Bethesda, Maryland,
and on October 31, 1940, President Roosevelt had dedicated the agency’s
buildings and grounds.

Throughout the 1940s, the NIH grew rapidly, and several institutes were
established by Congress. In November 1949, work started on the NIH Clinical
Center. The NIH would become the source of a continuous series of amazing
discoveries, new medical knowledge, and life-saving treatments, and, in just a
few years, it would become Ruth and Al’s place of lifelong employment.
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CHAPTER 3

The Life Worth Living

“I remember so fondly the expression on her face upon

hearing great music. She was transported to another place.”
— ARNOLD B. RABSON, M.D.

IN 1955, FEELING FULL OF PROMISE, the Kirschstein-Rabson duo came to
the NIH and instantly knew they had made a good choice. As Al describes
it, “We stood on the steps of Building 1, looked at each other, and said ‘This
place is for us.”

The two had decided to pursue research careers, and the NIH was the
place to do it. Al joined the National Cancer Institute (NCI) as a pathologist.
Ruth had completed a year of pathology residency in New Orleans but had
been accepted by the NIH into its program (and intended to spend a second
year of residency there). Although Ruth was pregnant, she had intended to
begin the NIH program right away but was encouraged to wait.

“No. There is no reason why | can’t do this,” Ruth said to that suggestion,
but she relented and delayed her start date nonetheless. Afterward, she would
be relieved that she had done so, because a son, Arnold, came two months
sooner than expected. He was born on August 19, 1955, and with a great deal
of fanfare. Ruth had gone into labor during a rare Washington, DC hurricane
(“Diane”), which had come on the heels of Hurricane Connie. That Arnold
was premature made it all the more frightening.
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“It scared the hell out of them,” says Arnold now of his parents, who as
physicians, were acutely aware of the potential peril he faced. Premature
births in 1955 carried significant risk.

Arnold spent the first month of his life in the maternity/newborn ward
of the George Washington Hospital in Washington, DC. Finally, Arnold was
cleared to go home. More fond of sleeping than of eating, but requiring
constant sustenance to survive, tiny Arnold needed an every-couple-of-hours
feeding from his mother. This went on for a few months, and he soon gained
weight and began to thrive.

When Arnold was born, his parents’ friend Donny Feldman had become
the boy’s unofficial godfather. Donny and Arnold remain close to this day. In
addition to introducing Al and Ruth to each other, Feldman got the credit for
being Arnold’s “first friend,” as so proclaimed the boy at age 7.

Ruth planned to return to work as soon as possible after Arnold was strong
enough to be in the care of a nanny. In January 1956, they were fortunate to
find and employ a wonderful woman to look after young Arnold.

Mrs. Peters had a music degree from the University of Michigan, but
she had also earned a degree in practical nursing. After her husband passed
away, it was the degree in nursing that helped her make a living. Throughout
Arnold’s infant and toddler years, Mrs. Peters came to the Rabson house every
weekday morning at eight o’clock and stayed until six o’clock in the evening.
Her sole responsibility was to care for Arnold, and by Al and Ruth’s accounts,
she was a marvelous success at doing so.

What a boon this proved to be for Ruth.

“Ruth loved motherhood, but she had absolutely no conflict with also
being a doctor,” said Al. “She was so smart, but she was also very concerned
about the world around her, and | loved that.”

Ruth did not feel guilty that she was not cooking every day and doing all
the things that made you a “good housewife” in those times. She loved Al,
she loved Arnold, and she loved her work. And she always seemed to find
the bright side.

“Everything was ‘wonderful” and ‘marvelous,

4

her son Arnold said
years later. “And if it wasn’t, she made it that way. She had a tremendous
enthusiasm | have seen in very few people anywhere.”
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After Ruth’s father, Julius, died from emphysema, Ruth’s mother moved
near the couple and offered to help out with Arnold. From the time Arnold
started first grade—around age 6—Ruth’s mother Elizabeth would stay with
him when he was home sick from school, and she helped Al and Ruth with
cooking and household chores. The family was grateful for Elizabeth’s help.

From the earliest days, Ruth kept her only child close. After having spent
long hours in the laboratory, Ruth spent every evening with her young son.
On weekends, the family ventured out together. Arnold grew very close to
both his mother and father. Even when Ruth had to study for the medical
boards, young Arnold leafed through the pathology text like another child
would read a children’s book. This was an image Ruth remembered fondly
and would carry close to her heart for the rest of her life.

“It was work, Al, and Arnold,” Ruth said, “and that was it.”

The Rabson family lived first on Battery Lane in downtown Bethesda. The
Rabsons’ neighborhood was home to scientists and physicians who worked
at the NIH, at the institution that is now known as Walter Reed National
Military Medical Center, or at many prestigious academic centers in the DC
metropolitan area.

When Arnold was 5 years old, in 1960, he and his parents moved into a
two-bedroom apartment on the campus of the NIH, where Ruth and Al would
remain residents for more than a half-century. A few years later, the family
moved into a house, also on the NIH campus.

Arnold grew up with the leafy NIH campus as his backyard, where he and
Al would play softball behind what is now the Children’s Inn. His peers and
his babysitters were the kin of some of the NIH’s most well-known researchers
in the 1950s and 1960s.

This closeness to science, medicine, and his parents’ phenomenal marriage
and careers made a deep impression on young Arnold.

“I tried hard to talk him into other [careers], but to no avail,” remembers
Al. “He was committed to becoming a doctor and a scientist.”

Ruth said much the same: “From the time he was [very small], my son had
no doubt what he wanted to do.”

And Arnold confirms these observations from his parents today, “My
parents were incredible role models; they were so happy in everything they
did.” In addition to the everyday dinnertime science chats, Arnold remembers
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fondly living the life that scientists’ children get to enjoy: traveling all over,
seeing new places, discovering new foods, and, always, meeting lots of
new people.

Indeed, Arnold did follow closely in his parents’ footsteps, earning his
undergraduate and medical degrees from Brown University and then doing
a residency in anatomic pathology at the Brigham and Women'’s Hospital in
Boston, a teaching hospital of Harvard Medical School. As Al and Ruth had
done many years before, Arnold first accepted a position at the NIH, and then
he worked for nine years at the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases (NIAID) on the molecular biology of human retroviruses. He then
pursued an academic career at the University of Medicine and Dentistry
of New Jersey-Robert Wood Johnson Medical School. Now 56, Arnold B.
Rabson, M.D., runs the Child Health Institute of New Jersey there and contin-
ues his research on the role of viruses in cancer and how the immune system
affects various childhood diseases.

\
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Arnold was born in 1955, the year Al and Ruth arrived at the NIH.
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Ruth would, many years later, be awarded an honorary degree from
Arnold’s alma mater, Brown, as well as from Tulane and several other schools.
These included many predominantly minority institutions that had worked to
increase diversity in the biomedical workforce, something that would become
one of Ruth’s career passions.

“Receiving these honorary degrees were among her proudest moments,”
Arnold said, who attended the Brown and Tulane ceremonies with his wife
Barbara Barnett, also a Brooklynite and who had lived half a mile from Ruth’s
girlhood home. The two were married in 1989, when Ruth made her first trip
back to her old neighborhood since her father Julius’ death in 1962.

Today, Arnold feels ever grateful to have spent so much time with his
parents and to have absorbed some of their “committed joy,” as he calls it.
Looking back, Arnold said he also felt lucky to be witness to Ruth’s astonish-
ing verbal skills.

“She was, and still is to me, the most articulate person I've ever met,” he
says. “There was a total elegance to her thought process: Every word just
seemed to come out right.”

Those skills would be tested later as Ruth testified before Congress about
the NIH, the value of basic research, and her own steadfast commitment to
ideas and individuals she believed needed to be championed.

Ruth’s third love—in addition to her family and science—was music.
Throughout Ruth'’s girlhood, music had been paramount, and in fact her
parents had pretty much assumed, if not decided, that she would be a profes-
sional musician. Her early success with piano fueled those aspirations. She
gained her first experiences with music teachers associated with the Lower
East Side settlement house community, with which Julius and Elizabeth had
been substantially involved.

After young Ruth had outperformed the capacity of the neighborhood
piano teacher, her father enrolled her in the Third Street Music School
Settlement, the oldest community school of the arts in the United States
and a renowned place of musical study.

Julius Kirschstein’s own convictions undoubtedly harmonized with Third
Street’s founder, Emilie Wagner, who saw the power of music to nourish and
sharpen the mind as well as to create a common language among the varied
immigrant subgroups.
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Later, while still just in high school, Ruth taught music theory and com-
position—hardly “throwaway” classes—and maintained a cadre of private
piano students on the side. While these pursuits most certainly provided Ruth
with living and spending money, they also shaped her ability to work effec-
tively with a range of people.

Ruth’s school, the High School of Music and Art, was founded in 1936
by the popular New York politician Fiorello H. LaGuardia, who had been
elected mayor of New York City in 1933. He had noted that the “most hopeful
accomplishment” of his period serving as mayor was the creation of the high
school later named for him, the Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Music
& Art and Performing Arts.

Above all, LaGuardia’s premise was that children of some musical incli-
nation deserved to have their talents developed even if they did not plan to
become professional artists.

When Ruth applied, a child didn’t even need to play an instrument to be
accepted to the school. Aspiring students took what is commonly referred to
as the Seashore Test of Musical Aptitude and then were helped to choose an
instrument to study. The test looked for signs of innate musical ability, as Ruth
recalled: “Can the child tell which note is higher and by how much? Could
the child distinguish between a trumpet and a French horn?”

Pianists like Ruth were assigned an additional instrument so that they
could play in school ensembles like the orchestra. For reasons “not apparent
to me,” Ruth noted, “they chose the French horn for me.” This member of the
brass family is one of the more difficult starter instruments. Someone must
have seen promise in Ruth’s musical ability and perseverance. She persisted
with the French horn until she started medical school.

The experimental nature of the school was inviting to special musical
guests—an exciting environment for Ruth and the other students. Trips
included concerts in Carnegie Hall, where the students got to perform with
renowned conductors like Leopold Stokowski and Sergei Koussevitsky and
guest artists like the legendary violinist Isaac Stern. The experiences during
these years imprinted an indelible mark on Ruth. Throughout her life, playing
music would give Ruth intense joy.

Science, music, and family— Al Rabson and Ruth Kirschstein truly were
“joined at the hip,” as reported by so many people who knew the couple well.
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They did everything together and rarely traveled apart: maybe four times total,
says Arnold.

While Ruth was devoted to classical music— Beethoven and Mozart in
particular—she enjoyed many different composers and genres and played at
home on their Steinway upright piano in the evenings until Arnold was about
5 years old. Al dabbled outside the classical realm, listening to jazz, swing,
and big band music and playing jazz trumpet himself. Growing up, Arnold
tried piano. Attempting that instrument was pretty “traumatic,” he remembers
now, but he ultimately pursued jazz saxophone as a hobby later in life—more
in line with his father’s musical tastes.

But of his mother he said, “I remember so fondly the expression on her
face upon hearing great music. She was transported to another place. It was
a very important part of her.”

Part of the family’s travels when Arnold was a boy included several
summer trips to Aspen, Colorado, as part of the Given Institute Advances
in Molecular Biology Conference series sponsored by the University of
Colorado School of Medicine.

In keeping with what was known as the “Aspen idea,” the research
conference at the Given Institute created a space for thinkers, leaders, artists,
and musicians from all over the world to join each other in a setting to feed
the “mind, body, and spirit.” Al and Ruth were familiar with the series from
their pathology connections. Donald West King, M.D., then chairman of
the department of pathology at Colorado, was the original organizer of the
conference. Long days were packed with talks about cutting-edge science,
with breaks for hiking in the Rockies, followed by high-caliber classical music
at night.

During those Aspen summers, Ruth was enthralled with the confluence
of the things she held dear: her science, her music, and her family. She would
return from the experience with a renewed sense of commitment: one that
would require a lot of courage and a lot of work. She would work hard to
implement change where change was needed, and Ruth never forgot her own
struggles. Advocating for others was deeply personal for her: why should the
road to success be paved twice?

Ruth’s parents had set the stage for her to get a good education and had
instilled the value that one needs to work hard at something you love. That
said, Ruth recognized fully that not everyone got a fair shake in the work
world, and she set about to try to make that situation change.
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CHAPTER 4

]
Seeds of Social Justice

“The first thing that caught my eye was the two water

fountains with the signs. ... Those two water fountains gave
me the shock of my life.” —RUTH L. KIRSCHSTEIN, M.D.

EVEN AS A CHILD, RUTH LEARNED the significant importance of social
reform. Julius and Elizabeth were politically progressive in their thinking: Both
had grown up in liberal, free-thinking households. Both had also gotten quite
involved in championing human rights, and at the time they found a way to
demonstrate their concern by helping new immigrants find their footing in
America through their work at settlement houses in New York City.

The settlement house concept had arisen in the late 1800s, a time when
European immigrants were pouring into crowded tenements on Manhattan’s
Lower East Side. Most of these immigrants had fled their homelands in the
Old World, escaping oppression, poverty, and ethnic scorn. Toward the
middle of this period, relatively young Eastern European idealists founded the
Madison House of the Downtown Ethical Society to confront the social ills
that were unduly affecting poor immigrants.

Since poverty’s frequent companion is disease, the need for help was
readily apparent to many observers. The overcrowded slums of the Lower East
Side served as incubators for the scourges of the day: tuberculosis, pneumo-
nia, typhoid, and diphtheria. In the pre-antibiotic era, disease spread rapidly
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and unabated among the Italians, Jews, and Irish who had recently come
to America.

According to Ruth, her parents—Julius in particular—had “flirted” with
a movement known as Ethical Culture. A mix of ethical, educational, and
religious notions framed its thinking and actions: its mantra was “deed, not
creed,” emphasizing morality over religious belief. Its principal leader, Felix
Adler, promoted the Ethical Culture Society’s basic tenet that helping people
who could not help themselves was paramount. Essentially, Adler believed
that basic human rights do not have to be earned.

The Ethical Culture movement ultimately became one of the founding
member organizations of the International Humanist and Ethical Union.
Today, this global umbrella organization addresses humanitarian matters
across religions and cultures.

Julius and Elizabeth Kirschstein, and Ruth from early on in her childhood,
were supporters of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and most of his prin-
ciples. Although he himself had not come from the working or lower classes,
President Roosevelt did look out for the interests of the “forgotten man.”

Ruth herself remembered, at age 10 in late October 1936, standing with
her parents and hundreds of other Brooklynites as they watched President
Roosevelt’s entourage travel down Eastern Parkway as he campaigned for
reelection. The next month, President Roosevelt went on to win a second
term in office in a landslide victory that took 46 of 48 states.

Young Ruth had listened on the radio to President Roosevelt’s now-
legendary series of radio talks, his famous fireside chats, in which the
President delivered his ideas directly to the American public. In particular,
she remembered vividly President Roosevelt’s memorable “one-third”
speech that professed the need to address that third of the nation that
was “ill-clothed, ill-housed, and ill-fed.” In his second term, President
Roosevelt established the Works Progress Administration and signed into
law the Social Security Act to help meet the needs of the working class.

Beyond her childhood experiences, a truly defining moment for Ruth’s views
on society and equality occurred in adulthood during her medical school
years at Tulane.

Because her 40-year-old cousin had been killed in a plane crash, Ruth’s
parents would not let her fly. And so Ruth always traveled from New York to
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New Orleans, and back, by train. On her first trip home from medical school
in August 1947 she saw something that would affect her outlook on the world
as it was and would shape her desire to try to change it.

Her overnight train stopped at the station in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Ruth
raised the window shade as the first morning light crept in.

“The first thing that caught my eye [was] the two water fountains with the
signs,” she said. “Those two water fountains gave me the shock of my life.”

That blacks and whites could not drink from the same public water foun-
tain, which was the widespread practice throughout the South, enraged Ruth.
She also deplored the segregated trolleys and buses in New Orleans, which
were equipped with devices designed to separate passenger seats. Wooden
structures fitted with pegs could be inserted into holes that had been drilled
into the back of each seat in the vehicle. The intent was for white people to
move the divider as needed to assure that “colored” people always sat in the
back—or if there were not enough seats, did not sit down at all.

Ruth spent the next four years standing up on all the trolley cars and buses
she rode about town. She refused to sit down.

The hospital wards were also segregated into white and black sections, an
uncomfortable reality Ruth could do nothing to change. She could, however,
be sure she delivered the same care to all her patients.

Facing such bigotry in the South was all the more alarming to Ruth
because New York City was far more integrated. One example of combating
discrimination in New York came in the late 1930s, when Governor Herbert
H. Lehman (D-NY) signed a bill into law that colleges could not require pho-
tographs on their applications. The rationale was that the images could not be
used to discriminate in the admission of new students.

The need to alter the inequity of a segregated world had become firmly
implanted in Ruth during this pivotal period of her life.

Many years later, Ruth had the opportunity to do something about such
discrimination, at least within the worlds of science and research.

Since the first days she spent at the NIH, she was a strong advocate
for women and for underrepresented minorities. She was the first woman
appointed to run an NIH institute, the National Institute of General Medical
Sciences, or NIGMS, which supports basic research that contributes to
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improving human health. She worked tirelessly to expand the ranks of women
and minority individuals in science everywhere.

Ruth did so in spite of—or maybe in response to—the unfairness she
experienced. For example, during the late 1960s, while working as a labora-
tory chief in the Division of Biologics Standards (DBS) at the NIH, Ruth was
turned down twice for a promotion to earn a GS-15 salary (about $20,000
then). Ruth recalled being told that since she and her husband Al made plenty
of money, she didn’t need the raise. Wondering whether the same persistence
would have been required of a man in the same position, Ruth did not give up
and got the promotion on her third try.

When Ruth started her job at the DBS in 1957, minority employees
were almost nonexistent at the d