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LETONA GAJDUSEKA (1923-2008), LAUREATA NOBELOVY CENY ZA MEDICINU A FYZIOLOGII (1976)

Cannibals, slow viruses, Nobel Prize and young lads: the story of Daniel Carleton Gajdusek (1923-2008), laureate
of the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine (1976) and honorary doctor of Comenius University in Bratislava (1996)

Daniel Carleton Gajdusek would turn 100 years old this year. A first-generation descendant of immigrants (father Slovak, mother
Hungarian), Gajdusek was born in New York and studied medicine at prestigious universities, and earned a postgraduate degree
as well. After serving in the military, he worked in Australia where he learned about the existence of a strange, fatal neurological
disease in New Guinea. Without hesitation, he undertook an expedition there (accompanied by the district medical officer Vincent
Zigas) during which he described kuru; he then devoted many years to the study of this disease. He managed to demonstrate its
infectious origin by transfer to primates, initially to chimpanzees. The disease’s causative agent was discovered and named prion
by Stanley Prusiner, only twenty-five years after Gajdusek’s discovery. Gajdusek and Prusiner were awarded the Nobel Prize in
Physiology or Medicine for their discoveries associated with prion diseases in the years 1976 and 1997, respectively. Later on, Ga-
jdusek studied an endemic disease manifested by amyotrophic lateral sclerosis and parkinsonism with dementia in the southern
part of eastern New Guinea. At home, in the United States, he worked at the NINCDS in Bethesda and accepted interns from all
over the world. When he was 75 years old, he was accused of molesting three minor boys, originally children he had adopted
and brought with him from the Pacific to the United States to obtain proper education; a total of 55 children had been adopted
by him. He was sentenced to eighteen months in prison; after his release, he left for Europe where he spent the rest of his life,

dying at the age of 85 years in Norway.
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Détstvi a mlada léta

Daniel Carleton Gajdusek se narodil 9. za-
i 1923 v Yonkers ve staté New York. Jeho
otec Karol Gajdusek, rodem Slovék, pocha-
zel z Blidoské v zupé Poszony (dnes Lazné
Smrddky v Trnavském kraji), pracoval v Americe
jako feznik. Rodice Gajdusekovy matky byli et-
ni¢ni Madafi a pochazeli z Debrecenu. Rodiny
obou Gajdusekovych rodict byli protestanti
kalvinské cirkve (Goudsmit, 2009; Roos, 2015).

Gajdusek vystudoval biologii, chemii a fy-
ziku na University of Rochester, kde promoval
vroce 1943; medicinu studoval na Harvardu,
doktorem mediciny byl promovan v roce
1946. Postgradualni studium absolvoval
na Columbia University, CalTech a znovu
na Harvardu, jeho Skoliteli byli tfi laureati
Nobelovy ceny: Linus Pauling, Max Delbriick
a John Enders (Roos, 2015). V roce 1951 byl
povoldn do armady a ustanoven virologem
ve Walter Reed Army Medical Research
Center and Graduate School, které vedl
Joseph Smadel. Poté, co absolvoval vojen-
skou sluzbu, se stal hostujicim vyzkumnikem
ve Walter and Elisa Hall Institute of Medical
Research v Melbourne v Austrélii (Tower,
1977; Roos, 2015).

Kuru
Melbourne bylo misto, kde se poprvé do-
zvédél o existenci ,podivného” onemocnéni

na ostrové Nova Guinea a odkud také zacala

jeho cesta k Nobelové cené.V roce 1956, kdyz
v Melbourne pracoval na imunologickych
studiich hepatitidy, se potkal s doktorem
Royem Scraggem, feditelem zdravotniho ufa-
du v Port Moresby, administrativnim centru
Papuy Nové Guiney. Doktor Scragg Gajduseka
informoval o dopisu Vincenta Zigase, vlddniho
ufedniho Iékafe v Kainantu, ve kterém urady
informoval o existenci zvlastniho onemocné-
ni, které domorodci nazyvali ,kuru” a které se
zdalo byt ¢astou (a z epidemiologického hle-
diska vyznamnou) pfic¢inou umrti pfislusnikd
domorodych kmenl, které Zily v oblasti vy-
chodni Guinejské vysociny (Eastern Highlands).

Gajduseka tato informace mimoradné
zaujala. Spojil se s doktorem Zigasem a o rok
pozdéji, zacatkem roku 1957, spolu podnikli
vypravu do této oblasti, kde se prvni bélosi,
australsti prospektofi, objevili az na zacatku
dvacatych let minulého stoleti (na zadpadni
dvacétého stoleti).

Gajdusek se Zigasem byli domorodymi
pravodci dovedeni do oblasti, obyvané kme-
nem jiznich Fore. Z dochovanych zaznamu
a z korespondence, kterou Gajdusek stale
udrzoval s Josephem Smadelem, je zfejmé,
ze oba byli ohromeni ¢etnosti a tizi nezna-
mého onemocnéni, které u Forel postiho-
valo jen zeny a déti obého pohlavi, a taktéz
zeny, které se do kmene pfivdaly z jinych
kmena: ,I am in one of the most remote,
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Obr. 1. Daniel Carleton Gajdusek (1923-2008)

Obr. 2. Carleton Gajdusek a Vincent Zigas vyset-
fuji pacienty ve vesnici kmene jiznich Fore béhem
prvni vypravy na Novou Guineu v roce 1957 (pfe-
vzato z Gajdusek 2008, ref. 28)

recently opened regions of New Guinea (in

the Eastern Highlands), in the center of tribal
groups of cannibals, only contacted in the last
ten years and controlled for five years - still
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