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Editorial 

SIR DAVID BRUCE 
1855-1931 

EXPLANATION, but not apology, seems necessary for offering a portrait of 
Sir David Bruce, in this his centenary number, in plain clothes rather than in 
uniform. Technical considerations apart, two reasons may be given: first, the 
photographs of Sir David and Lady Bruce are a pair, and second, they have 
been generously lent by Professor A. D. Peacock, of St. Andrews University. 
It has not been easy to obtain contributions from those who worked with Bruce, 
for many of his contemporaries are, understandably, advancing in years and 
failing in health. Dr. Muriel Robertson and Professor Tulloch, whom it is a 
pleasure to welcome back as a contributor to the JOURNAL after a lapse of over 
twenty-five years, are brilliant exceptions, and we may congratulate Professor 
Peacock upon the reason, pressure of other work, which prevents him from 
doing more than pay us the compliment of lending his trea'sured photographs 
for reproduction. 

"Bruce always laid stress on the great services his wife rendered him, and, 
when he lay on his death-bed, he very definitely expressed the wish that any 
notice of his scientific work which might be made should include a statement 
of how much he had been indebted to her in the prosecution of all his work."* 
The basic facts of Bruce's life, which lead more like fiction than fact, are well 
known: Mary Bruce's part is less so. Once married, they were never apart. 
Bruce entered the service in 1883 already married, and thereafter, at home or 
abroad, in the laboratory or in the field, in besieged Ladysmith and in tropical 
Africa, David and Mary Bruce went together: "wherefore they are no more 
twain, but one flesh." She worked with him in his first investigation, of a 
cholera epidemic in Malta, an undertaking not devoid of risk, as the causative 
organism was not isolated until two years later. Their leave after Bruce's 
discovery of the 'Micrococcus melitensis was spent together in Koch's laboratory 
in Berlin. No matter what the task, the combination of Bruce's ability as a field 
naturalist (it had been his outstanding marks in natural history which gained 
him first place in the competitive examination for entry to the Army Medical 
School) with his wife's artistic talents, expressed in nice laboratory technique, 
formed the ideal basis for the routine of observation, experiment and 
deduction upon which all Bruce's work was founded. 

Loyalty was one of Bruce's most strongly developed characteristics. Even 
though much of his service was spent in special investigations and seconded 
employment, every move was accepted as a matter of duty. There was never 
demur if a task had to be left unfinished when he was required to devote his 

* Obituary Notices of Fellows of the Royal Society, No, 1, 1932, pp. 79-85. 
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attention to another. Facts were ascertained and recorded: deductions were 
drawn and published: at every stage, as Bruce was called to some other work, 
his findings were available for others to take up and extend as occasion offered. 
Facts and methods were distinguished by such thoroughness and accuracy as to 
be virtually beyond challenge: his deductions, inevitably, were not always so. 
This scientific honesty, the painstaking craftsmanship, and the error which 
arises when speculation is substituted for deduction, are well shown in Bruce's 
first two papers on Malta fever.* In 1904 Bruce became chairman of the Malta 

. Fever Commission which finally elucidated the retiology of Malta fever, so that, 
although he did not personally perform the actual experiments which at last 
solved the problem and led to a reduction of the number of service cases of this 
disease in Malta from 913 in 1905 to 11 in 1908, and to 4 in 1910, it was under 
his direction that the work was done which set the seal upon his own pioneer 
researches of twenty years earlier. 

Meanwhile sleeping sickness had claimed his attention. In 1894, after five 
years at Netley as assistant professor of pathology, first under Aitken and later 
under Wright, Bruce went to South Africa. It so happened that Sir Walter 
Hely-Hutchinson~ the Lieutenant-Governor of Natal, had been in Malta when 
Bruce had carried out his earlier researches there, and he asked for Bruce's 
services in investigating nagana. By the following year, Bruce had demonstrated 
that a trypanosome, T. brucei, was the causative organism and, even more 
important, he had shown for the first time the role of insects as vectors. Bruce 
then returned to military duty. He was present at the engagements at Elands
laagte and Laing's Nek, and in Ladysmith during the siege as officer commanding 
No. 1 Stationary Hospital, in which he acted as surgeon, with Mrs. Bruce as 
his theatre sister and assistant. (Lieutenant and Quartermaster F. Bruce, 
radiographer in Ladysmith during the siege, describes him as "the chief 
.operating surgeon.") 

Mter the relief of Ladysmith, Bruce was appointed, with Colonel J. L. 
Notter, Professor of Military Hygiene at Netley, and Professor (afterwards Sir) 
William J. R. Simpson, Professor of Hygiene in King's College, London, to a 
commission which studied the origins of dysentery in the field and its relation 
to enteric fever. A report was presented to Parliament in 1902, but it failed to 
add to knowledge of the subject. 

In 1903 Bruce returned to the study of trypanosomiasis with the Sleeping 
Sickness Commission, this time in Uganda, and within a few months obtained 
conclusive evidence of its trypanosomal retiology and of its spread by Glossina 
palpalis. He went back to Uganda from 1908 to 1910, and to Nyasaland from 
1911 to 1914. This was the end of his work as a field naturalist. Between the 
two periods in Uganda, from 1904 to 1908, Bruce edited this Journal. 

On returning to England in November, 1914, Bruce was appointed Com
mandant of the R.A.M. College, but he was unable to regard this as purely an 
administrative appointment. He continued his scientific work as a member of 

11 Practitioner (1887),39, 161-170; and Practitioner (1888),40,241-249. 
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the Trench Fever Committee, and in investigations of tetanus in military 
hospitals at home. This work continued until his retirement in 1919, after 
which he became Chairman of the Lister Institute. 

Bruce's modesty and reserved manner have left him few memorials. His 
Micrococcus melitensis has, since 1920, been included with other related organisms 
in the genus Brucella, and Trypanosoma brucei commemorates -his contributions 
to the study of sleeping sickness, but eponymity can be as concealing as 
anonymity. He is one of the masters and founders of tropical medicine whose' 
names are built into the fabric of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine. In the Army, the David Bruce Military Hospital in Malta recalls his 
early work there, and the David Bruce Laboratories, as the Army Vaccine 
Laboratory was renamed in January, 1951, trace their descent from the Army 
Medical School in which Bruce served as probationer and assistant professor, 
through the R.A.M. College which he commanded. The Royal Army Medical 
Corps will not forget the first of its officers to be elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society. 

Only the most senior serving officers can have known Bruce in the Army: 
even those who met or saw him are a diminishing band. To the military medical 
officer of today, Bruce is known by his portrait, of an imposing and perhaps 
forbidding figure, in the Headquarter Mess and by the case containing his 
decorations and prize medals, which he gave to the Corps "as an inspiration to 
those who come after me." There are those who have found this collection
thirteen prize medals, the insignia of a military K.c.B., civil C.B. and knight 
bachelor, and others-inspire sentiments exactly opposite to those which Sir 
David intended and which had inspired him. They may recall that "in the 
public service, the reward of hard work is more work,"'and that Bruce was in 
every way handsomely rewarded. 

It was work, not honours, that Bruce sought. His work was productive of 
something more durable than honours, and it is in loyalty to Bruce's last 
expressed wish that we join Lady Bruce with him in paying this centenary 
tribute to it. It would be a fitting epilogue if authority could be found for the 
suggestion that it was to Lady Bruce's cousin, General Sir WaIter Bedford, 
that the Corps is indebted for its badge and for the motto, so appropriate to 
the Bruces, 

IN ARDUIS FIDELlS 
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