
The Left Atrium

In medical virology, the letter “B”
may be used to designate a sepa-
rate etiology for viral hepatitis

(hepatitis B virus) or the location of an
unexpected reaction (parvovirus B19;
panel B, sample 19). Herpes B virus,
however, was named after a colleague
of Dr. Albert B. Sabin1 who was eulo-
gized in CMAJ in 1932.2

Sabin and Dr. Arthur M. Wright re-
ported that on Oct. 22, 1932, a patient
identified as Dr. W.B. was bitten on 2
fingers by a macaque while researching
the poliomyelitis virus.3 A neurological
illness ensued and on Nov. 9, 1932, the
patient succumbed to respiratory fail-
ure secondary to acute ascending
myelitis in Bellevue Hospital, New
York. The Nov. 10, 1932, edition of The
New York Times reported the story of
an accomplished young physician who
died the previous day at Bellevue Hos-
pital after a monkey bite.4 His name
was Dr. William Bartlet Brebner. 

Brebner, a native of Toronto, On-
tario, was the son of Dr. James Breb-
ner, former registrar of the University
of Toronto, and the brother of Profes-
sor John “Bart” Bartlet Brebner of Co-
lumbia University. He entered medical
school at the University of Toronto at
age 16, earned his degree by 1926 and
then performed research at the Univer-
sity of Toronto under Dr. Frederick G.
Banting, the codiscoverer of insulin.
Upon obtaining a grant from the Inter-
national Committee for the Study of In-
fantile Paralysis in 1928, Brebner began
research into the poliomyelitis virus,
including immunization, at Washing-
ton University in St. Louis, Missouri.2,5

By the time of his death at age 29, he
was an assistant professor of bacteriol-
ogy at New York University and Belle-
vue Medical School and was attached to
the New York City Health Department
as the head of the poliomyelitis re-
search division.1 His work included
publications on purification of the po-
liomyelitis virus6 and the host immune
response.7 His death was lamented in

mentioned a W. Brebner as the first
recorded B virus victim, but nothing
further.10 In 1985, Dr. Morris Schaeffer,
Brebner’s collaborator on his final pa-
per,6 briefly recalled the events of his
death and the apparent influence on
the work of Sabin (an intern at Bellevue
Hospital at the time of Brebner’s
death).1 However, in the clinical text-
books mentioned previously, he re-
mains only “WB” or “a researcher.” 

Let us take this opportunity to re-
member Dr. Brebner for his contribu-
tion to polio research and virology in
general. While his was “a life sacrificed
in the interests of science,”2 76 years
on, it has become quite evident that the
sacrifice was not in vain. In addition to
the remarkable work of Sabin that led
to the production of an oral polio vac-
cine used around the world, re-
searchers to this day continue to inves-
tigate new treatments for herpes B
virus, a laboratory-acquired pathogen
that continues to pose a threat to those
engaged in biological research.
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the scientific community8 and obituar-
ies were published in both CMAJ2 and
the Archives of Pathology.5

After Brebner’s death, Dr. Frederick
P. Gay and Margaret Holden obtained
some of his neural tissue from Sabin3

and reported the recovery of an ultrafil-
terable agent, which they named “W
virus;” they asserted that it was similar
to herpes simplex virus.9 After exten-
sive work, Sabin and Wright demon-
strated this virus was a distinct entity
and designated it “B virus.”3 This term
is still commonly used in clinical texts
such as Mandell, Douglas, and Ben-
nett’s Principles and Practice of Infec-
tious Diseases (6th ed), Fields Virology
(4th ed) and the Manual of Clinical Mi-
crobiology (8th ed).

While his contemporaries under-
stood the significance of the term “B
virus,”1 in the years since his death,
Brebner’s identity has become some-
what shrouded in anonymity. In 1979,
the seminal work by Robert M. Pike
PhD on laboratory-acquired infections

Herpes B virus — “B” is for Brebner:
Dr. William Bartlet Brebner (1903–1932)
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Dr. William Barlet Brebner, shown here in
his University of Toronto graduation
photo (class of 1926), died after being bit-
ten by a macaque during the course of re-
searching the poliomyelitis virus.
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