

















The Sculptor, Coert Steynberg modelling in clay the bust
of Theiler in London in June/July 1934.

The completed bust, an excellent likeness, later cast in bronze.







Theiler was now a portly imposing figure, clean-shaven but for a neatly-trimmed moustache, a
with his hair, grey at the temples, cut en brosse. He enjoyed returning to the tropical whites
his Transvaal days and, refreshed by the voyage, disembarked at Colombo to meet his colleagu
and inspect their Ceylon Veterinary College. Confirming his forecast to du Toit, he deriv
valuable information on mineral deficiency in bovines and in due course, the resident veterinz

?30 ians, Sturgess and Crawford, sent bone material to him in Switzerland. Orr and his wife, e

3j hausted and depressed by the malnutrition and ‘abysmal poverty’ they had seen in Egyj
Palestine and India, came aboard from their last assignment at Madras and gladly met t
Theilers. They had much in common and the voyage to Australia was very pleasant, no o:
being bored, Arnold noted appreciatively. They expected to arrive fighting fit at Melbourne, u
suspecting of royal welcome until Theiler received a radiogram at sea advising that he would
met at Freemantle.

Australia, despite the publicity deriving from its services during the Great War, was still ve
much ‘the outback’ attainable only by lengthy voyages (there were no transcontinental ¢
services) and generally known as a huge and largely desolate area producing sheep where n
populated by kangaroos, dingo dogs, emus and rabbits. Arnold had ‘read up’ as much as |
could but was unprepared for the lavish attention and veneration shown him while Emma w
confounded by the cultural differences which isolation imposed. At Freemantle, members of t;
local Veterinary Medical Association came aboard and took them to lunch with Universi

A 7. professors and Agricultural officials. At Adelaide, they were met by A. E. V. Richardson of t.

' Waite Agricultural Research Institute which they visited. Richardson made no secret of I
designs on Theiler. On the 9th April they arrived in Melbourne where the C.S.I.R. secreta
Lightfoot installed them temporarily in an hotel before moving them to official quarters. On t!
following night the Prime Minister himself presided at an official welcoming dinner whose gues
represented the University and the C.S.I.LR. Bruce and his wife were exceptionally amiat
(Bruce had great hopes for the wand Theiler would wave) in the pronouncedly informal mann
of his country where ‘everything frec and easy’ astounded the withdrawn and conservati
Emma.

Then it was work. The Orrs were carried off on a specialised six-week tour and Theiler w
rushed about in a manner totally disregardful of his age and eminence. Always keenly intereste
looking for material that might support his working hypotheses and observant of divergenc
from his own and world-wide practices, he could well blame himself. At no time did he call
halt in an itinerary that would have felled a younger man. Emma, plagued by colds and tons
litis and much discomfitted by primitive train travel (1,000 miles without a dining-car — on
snatched meals at stations) was with him throughout and, as always, acted as amanuens
Australia did not commend itself to her. She had difficulty in understanding the people ‘who
speech was worse than the commonest Cockney’ and learning a new vocabulary. A man wi
more than 1,000 sheep was not a sheep farmer but a ‘pasturalist’ and a cattle farmer was
‘grazier’. Culture was of no account and Europe was very very remote. Arnold liked the Austre
ians and, ever responsive to challenge, was interested in their problems. From the outset, ]
knew that they intended employing him to solve them. So did Amery, not for a single count
but for the whole Empire. The dilemma declared itself and the participants early took side
Emma emphatically inclined toward the Colonial Office, Arnold toward Australia — with h
wsual conditions, now including employment for both daughters. Neither choice had yet comn
to the point but Arnold wrote to Margaret and Gertrud while Emma silently besought Amery
show his hand.

Theiler recorded every detail of his exhausting seven months travelling through Australia
every place he visited, every official and farmer he interrogated, every condition he found, eve:
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perimental animals were cheaper and research could be more economical. The C.S.I.R. should
draw the fact to the attention of the Empire Marketing Board.
The main recommendations were made in the grand manner of the senior statesman wisely con-
sidering the facts of the present in relation to the aspirations of the future. He proposed dealing
(1 positively with animal health as a whole. “The Institute at Onderstepoort, South Africa which
was founded and organised by me did not deal with all the aspects of animal health as I propose
should be done in Australia. It dealt almost exclusively with disease. It is true that the activities
were somewhat different inasmuch as they included services to farmers by correspndence; de-
monstration trains; the supply of serums, vaccines and drugs; testing dip materials; routine
diagnosis; etc. There was attached to the Institute a Veterinary Faculty. It was carried on almost
as a sideline to the research work. All these activities were a gradual development resulting from
the research portion of the staff. Onderstepoort had the advantage of plenty of cheap labour and
much of the routine work was done by trained lay assistants, leaving to the qualified staff the
supervision and ample time for research. In comparing thus the two organisations, Onderste-
poort was a much bigger one for a limited number of subjects. Yet the stock population of South
Africa is much smaller than that of Australia. There are 30,000,000 sheep and 9,000,000 head
of cattle in the former to 100,000,000 sheep and 22,000,000 cattle in the latter. The Institute
at Onderstepoort was the result of a gradual development, beginning very moderately and
finishing magnificently. It could not be foreseen to what the first enterprise would lead and its
evolution was subsequently a natural one. Having had all that experience, 1 have applied it to
the problems of Australia and have made a forecast of what I see will be the Institution of the
Commonwealth (of Australia) when it is allowed a natural growth.’
He proposed the progressive development of a Main Laboratory for pure research at Can-
berra and of the existing veterinary institutions elsewhere for local requirements. ‘My ex-
K perience has taught me’, he stated, ‘that the more boldly a problem is attacked, the sooner it
yields to the effort.” Its primary premise was the appointment of a Chief of a Division of Animal
Health. Pending his assumption of duty, the local sub-stations could be developed. He begged
the C.S.I.R. to recognise that Australia’s main industries were based on the health of animals.
Their care should be its first concern. ‘Animal health’, he wrote tritely, ‘is national wealth.’
The text of his Report was in the Committee’s hands before he left. In Melbourne to embark,
he again met its members. Heavy pressure was renewed. For so visionary a scheme, only Theiler
himself, originator of a famous analogue, could be responsible. “The people here’, Emma wrote
5| her children laconically, ‘want to have Pa back.” He would give no immediate answer. The Re-
port, ostensibly confidential and considered of the highest importance, was rushed to the Go  n-
ment Printer. Copies reached Australia House in London in February 1929 and twelve were oont
to Theiler at his Basle address. The siege continued.

* * *

S.S. Ceramic left Melbourne on the 23rd October on the long voyage to South Africa, Burdened

by the mass of papers Arnold had collected, the Theilers relaxed in utter exhaustion. ‘They sat

5 7side by side on the deck for hours on end’, a fellow passenger recorded,” neither reading nor

talking to passengers and resisting attempts to break the ice’; but on the 26-day journey, they

recovered and landed in Durban on the 18th November in good order and, in Arnold’s case,

fighting fit. A welcoming telegram and two letters from du Toit awaited him, both regretting

that he would be away from Onderstepoort on leave at East London until the 8th December and
confirming that Green’s condition was unchanged. The South African Press awaited him too.

Theiler made some provocative statements dear to the hearts of newspapermen. He said that
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climate suits me best and where I might yet find some research work to keep me busy.’ Partly as
a result of the Imperial Agricultural Research Conference in October 1927, Onderstepoort,
cruelly short of funds, was about to undergo a renascence.

At that time, Theiler had been much implicated in the Empire Marketing Board and had
prepared constructive memoranda proposing the Board’s subsidising research in certain fields
at O.P. on a regular basis as well as encouraging Central Laboratories elsewhere in the Empire.
The Conference had moved accordingly, formally requesting the Union Government to partici-
pate. Its representatives, G. N. Williams and P. J. du Toit then had detailed discussions with the
Board which officiaily approached the Government in a despatch of the 31st January 1928 offer-
ing to pay for any additional general expenditure and suggesting that individual countries re-
questing enquiries into special veterinary problems should make their own contributions. With
happy disregard of political animus, Hertzog’s Government had accepted the proposal and
undertaken to submit a detailed scheme. Prepared by Williams and du Toit, this was sent to
Amery by Hertzog under cover of a note of the 5th September 1928. It involved an annual ex-
penditure of £11,000 on services, equipment and buildings. Early in 1929, the Board approved it
for a period of five years. Theiler had been in Australia while the negotiations took place but
since his return, much activity had resulted at Onderstepoort.

Du Toit, involved in absorbing problems and planning, delayed his reply until after the South
African General Election on the 12th June 1929 and Theiler, knocked off his balance by Stihel-
in’s verdict and by impending eviction from his lodgings (the landlady had simply decided to
give up), endured one of his periods of acute indecision. The family went visiting but once
Margaret had left for the U.S.A., he returned to his muttons, saddened by the death of his
earliest proponent and friend, Professor E. Zschokke at the age of 74. He was, said Emma, ‘with
the exception of his rheumatism, fit and well and it is really a pity he hasn’t more work’. His
kidneys didn’t in the least worry him but it was as well he hadn’t gone to Australia as he would
have over-worked and broken down. Now he was ‘working for dear life on his bones so as to
reach a point by the end of June when he will no longer need a lab . . .” Deprived of lodgings,
they contemplated various tours, first Scandinavia, then Italy. At the back of their minds was the
thought that if Hertzog were defeated and the odious Kemp eliminated, they would return to
South Africa. The result transformed them into wanderers. The Nationalists were returned with
78 seats against Smuts’ Party with 61 seats (but more votes) and Hertzog was entrenched for
another five years. Smuts resigned himself to more botanising and futuristic reflection (he was
invited in July by Oxford University to give the Rhodes Memorial Lectures in November which

¢ 2 he gladly accepted). Du Toit then wrote to Theiler, noting the possibility of his returning with the
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forthright comment —- ‘I should like very much to welcome you back here’.

Theiler never left a problem once he had engaged it. Almost his entire professional life had
been devoted intermittently to Horse Sickness and, if he had failed to find the fly believed to be
its cause, he had at least devised an imperfect form of immunisation. By the same token he
would not abandon his bone research once he had grasped the implications of the investigation.
The different forms of malformation and disease at various stages of growth indicated valuable
conclusions in feeding, particularly in remedying mineral deficiencies, and if he pushed on with
his work, he might further revolutionise the stock-raising industry. Now he was homeless, all
his books, papers and correspondence locked in cases ( ‘ich hasse die ewige Packeri’ — I hate the
eternal packing, Emma confided to her children) and temporarily his life lacked firm direction.
Scandinavia was abandoned but when Margaret returned from the States, they visited Germany
and at Wiesbaden, stayed with Theiler’s old East African colleague, Dr G. Lichtenheld. Arnold

9 Ll,had now decided to engage his rheumatism and resorted to sulphur baths at Schimberg. Both he

' and Emma became gravely ill with influenza and according to the unfortunate Margaret, ‘it was
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Different and often conflicting principles were being applied by them in the administrative
social, educational and legal fields. There was no survey of what was taking place in Africa as ¢
whole. He pleaded eloquently for the compilation of such a survey which would include a re
view of the extent to which modern knowledge was being applied to African problems. The

jo 2_gauge was picked up and with Carnegie and Rhodes Trustees’ funds, ‘An African Survey’ unde

the direction of Sir Malcolm Hailey was launched. Theiler was invited to act as adviser on the
relevant sub-committee which commissioned preparatory researches in 1933, and ultimately
edited the chapter on ‘Agriculture and Animal Health’.

The old man’s thoughts gravitated too toward the einigkeit of his own family. He ‘missed hi:

jo5 girls’, he said and confided to Alfred that he now understood why ‘Father and Mother opposec

my going out into the world’. It had been good to see Margaret. Hans was proposing to spenc
a holiday in Europe. Gertrud, grossly overworked at the Huguenot University College and a
odds with her senior colleagues, was thinking of leaving but later repented. Closely cast in he;
father’s mould, she was already a member of the Council of the South African Association for
the Advancement of Science. Max in Boston was using Sellard’s Yellow Fever virus to experi-

“ment on Rhesus monkeys; but Sellards, with a restricted budget, refused to supply additiona

expensive monkeys and Max was disgruntled. Emma kept in communication with all her child-

5 ren (though Hans seldom wrote) and grieved with Arnold that, wanderers as they had become.

o

\oe

there was no home where the family could foregather.
A winter only slightly less severe than Switzerland now settled on Florence and with it, the
reopening of the University. Veglia of Turin had given Theiler letters to the professors of Pathol-

_ogy and he now presented them. There was some consternation about accommodating him but

by the middle of November, he was able to move his microscope from the pension room where
he had worked with difficulty, to a corner of an ice-cold laboratory almost insufferable to a weak-
ened old man. He attended the pathological lectures of Professor de Vechi which he clearly
understood but was confounded by the weekly discussion group when as many as seven disciples
would simultaneously and emotionally declare their views in torrential Jtalian. Theiler had now
conscientiously resumed the apparently endless task of analysing his massive collection of bone
sections. The arctic conditions of the laboratory soon defeated him and he took his microscope
back to the bedroom where he and Emma dutifully worked all day. She was checking and cor-
recting his scribbled notes on his observations and typing them. They planned to leave in Feb-
ruary and knew that his investigations could not be completed by then. It was in fact difficult to
concentrate. ‘He works very zealously on the bones and sits the whole day over his microscope’,
she told Alfred, ‘but his thoughts are much more with The History of Art and the Italian Lang-
uage.’ At night, they went to concerts.

Emma regretted the waste of knowledge and talents. True he could occupy himself endlessly
with writing standard scientific works but he was worthy of more. He should be an emeritus
professor at some University which would give him time for his own ancillary interests. Both
longed to settle somewhere. In December, they wrote to Alfred asking him to find a many-
storeyed house in Lucerne which Arnold could buy, reserving some floors for himself and letting
the rest. Emama mistrusted the scheme. Alfred’s proximity would be pleasant but Lucerne’s
climate was not the best and, more important, it was not a University town. Arnold would be
severed from his associates in Basle, Berne, Zurich and elsewhere. The brute reality was that a
professorship in Tropical Medicine for Veterinarians which Amery had planned for London with
his eye on Theiler had not eventuated by the time Labour had removed him from office. It might
be established in the future but Arnold would then be too old to occupy it. Realist as she in-
trinsically was, Emma was compelled to accept Lucerne and Alfred went about his appointed
task while the Theilers were reminded of happier days by touching and enheartening visits from
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Historical Photograph taken in 1935 when three directors of the National Veterinary Research Institute were together at
Onderstepoort — (left to right): Dr P. J. du Toit (present); Sir Arnold Theiler (past) and Dr R. Alexander (future).





























