
Deadly Diphtheria 
and Walter Bierring
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Iowan Walter Bierring diligently made 
these notes on diphtheria, cholera, and 
typhoid while studying in bacteriology 
at the Pasteur Institute in Europe. 
Bierring had completed the State Uni­
versity of Iowa’s three-year course to 
become a physician in a half year. 
Lawrence Littig, the first faculty mem­
ber to teach bacteriology, in I 889, sent 
Bierring to Vienna in 1892 for post­
graduate work. Bierring returned to Eu­
rope in 1894; his study there resulted in 
significant advances for Iowa.

by Susan C. Lawrence

F
or many in Iowa, the aware­
ness that science was rapidly 
producing new knowledge 

[arrived at that moment] when a 
physician, armed with a swab, de­
manded a throat culture from a sick 
child, with the peculiar news that it 
would be sent away to a laboratory 
to confirm a diagnosis of diphthe­
ria, and prepared a syringe to inject 
a substance derived from the blood 
of horses. Bacteriology more than 
any other biomedical research of the 
late 19th century, brought a new 
kind of science into the homes of Io- 
wans, although hearing about mys­
terious germs and getting strange 
injections hardly translated into 
public support for the laboratory or 
for science in general.

In the summer of 1894, Walter 
Bierring returned to Paris for the 
ten-week intensive summer course 
in bacteriology at the Pasteur Insti­
tute. Near the end of the summer, 
he watched Emil Roux take the stu-
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