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Donald Ainslie Henderson
On August 19, 2016, Donald Ainslie Henderson, better known as
“DA,” passed away from this world. Although DA is physically no
longer with us, his contributions to our health will last forever,
passed on to generation after generation. DA is best known for his
leadership in eradicating smallpox, the only human disease to date
that has ever been eradicated [1]. In other words, never again
should the world fear this disease, which as recently as 1966
affected 10e15 million persons with death to case ratios in many
places as high as 30%, not to mention the tremendous medical and
societal costs it induced [2]. In essence, as divided as our world is
and has been, largely through DA’s leadership, we were able to
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unite against one killer, the variola virus, to stop it. During the
height of the cold war, communists and noncommunists worked
together to get rid of this scourge.

DA fostered and supported an environment including individuals
and organizations that brought science to smallpox eradication
including enhancing the potency of the vaccine, supporting devel-
opment of a novel injection device for the vaccine’s administration,
the bifurcated needle, and a focus on evaluation and epidemiology
to modify the eradication strategy (i.e., “surveillance and contain-
ment” which included [1] finding cases, [2] isolating them to pre-
vent further transmission, [3] identifying case contacts (primary
contacts) and the contacts of those contacts (secondary contacts)
should the primary contacts become transmitting cases, and [4]
assuring all primary and secondary contacts are vaccinated expe-
ditiously). Good science was critical to the program’s success but
good science is only the foundation. What was also needed was
building the political will and DA was magnificent in bringing
diverse groups to the table to support the program.

The roots of DA’s scientific contributions lie in his expertise in
epidemiology and surveillance. In 1955, he became an Epidemic
Intelligence Service Officer at the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, one of the earliest classes of the Epidemic Intelli-
gence Service which started in 1951. He quickly rose in the hi-
erarchy becoming Chief of the Viral Surveillance Group. In fact,
he led one of the earliest studies documenting that the oral polio
vaccine (OPV) developed by Albert Sabin could rarely cause polio
in vaccine recipients and their close contacts, now known as
Vaccine Associated Paralytic Polio [3]. Although his study did not
lead to major policy changes in the use of OPV at the time, the
fundamental knowledge he helped amass about the risks of OPV
eventually led to a shift from OPV to inactivated polio vaccine in
the United States in 2000.

And DA had even more contributions to make in our efforts to
prevent the terrible consequences of paralytic polio. What is less
well known is that DA was the Chair of the Technical Advisory
Group on Immunization for the Pan American Health Organization
during the period that led the way to eliminating polio in the
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Americas. The strategy to eradicate polio globally was developed in
the Americas, and DA played a major role in advancement and
evaluation of that strategy.

DA had the ability to see the “big picture.” Another major
contributionwas his chairmanship of the National Vaccine Advisory
Committee (NVAC), a committee formed in the late 1980s to advise
the National Vaccine Program on a wide range of vaccine-related
issues varying from vaccine development all the way to opti-
mizing the benefits of using existing vaccines. DA was the second
Chairman of NVAC and took the reins at a time the committee was
little known and at a time during which many challenged the need
for such a group because there were already so many vaccine and
immunization advisory committees within the Federal govern-
ment. DA became Chairman through a period when the United
States suffered a major resurgence of measles, 1989e1991, during
which there were more than 55,000 cases, more than 11,000 hos-
pitalizations, and 123 deaths [4]. This compares to about 3000 cases
as an annual average number of cases during most of the 1980s. DA
saw the measles resurgence as an opportunity to review the overall
immunization system in the United States. He oversaw what came
to be known as the “Measles White Paper,” which was a blue print
that played a major role in development of the immunization sys-
temwe have today in the United States [5]. Furthermore, he helped
establish the benefits of NVAC, particularly with regard to making
recommendations on how best to achieve implementation of rec-
ommended vaccines to optimize disease prevention.

After all this, DA had to come back to smallpox and provide
leadership to address a potential threat of a return of the agent as
either a bio-warfare or bio-terrorism agent. This concernwas raised
in particular with regard to the possible use of the virus by Iraq
during the Iraq war. While fortunately, this threat turned out to be
incorrect, DA was instrumental in assuring we could deal with it if
the threat had been real.
As noted earlier, DA made major scientific, policy, and policy
implementation contributions to our world. But some of his
greatest achievements were in mentoring generations of epidemi-
ologists and setting up or strengthening existing systems to train
public health professionals. This was particularly impactful in his
role as Dean of the Bloomberg School of Public Health from 1977
to 1990.

The one certainty in life is death. And DA is no longer physi-
cally with us. Those of us, such as me, who benefitted from his
personal mentorship will be unable to contact him for his wis-
dom. Future generations of people who go into public health
will not be able to communicate directly with him. But DA has
really achieved immortality. Smallpox eradication is a gift from
him and the people he led to all future generations. His other
contributions as detailed earlier survive him and will have
impact well into the future. And the people whom he mentored
and whose careers he influenced will lead to new generations of
public health leaders, generation after generation. The world is
and will be a better place because DA has served humanity so
well.
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