
Volume 2 • Issue 2										           	                            4140							          THE MEDICAL HUMANITIES JOURNAL OF BOSTON COLLEGE             

It was supposed to be an ordinary day in the University of Pittsburgh’s archives in an industrial section of that city. I did 
not really need to be there, just following up another scholar’s footnotes on the kinds of studies on syphilis that were done 
in the 1920s.  I was working on a second book about the infamous and well-known study in Tuskegee, where nearly 600 
African American men (2/3 who already had late stage syphilis, 1/3 without the disease) were not treated but watched by 
the U.S. Public Health Service for four decades between 1932 and 1972.  I did not find what I was looking for. 

What I discovered instead was evidence of a then mostly unknown study, this one done in Guatemala in 1946-48, where 
sex workers, soldiers, mental patients and prisoners were actually infected with syphilis, gonorrhea and chanchroid, but not 
told they were in an experiment nor properly treated. The study, run by an American physician who a decade later would 
also work in Tuskegee, was kept hidden away because it violated ethical norms at the time, even as the United States was 
prosecuting Nazi doctors in Nuremberg. There were thousands of pages of lab notes, hundreds of photographs, and mul-
tiple notebooks of correspondence.   I took lots of notes.  Then I did nothing for another few years as I finished my Tuske-
gee book, expecting this to be but a chapter.

It never made it into the book. It did make it into conversations with others, including David Sencer, the former director 
of the Centers for Disease Control who had been the CDC chief during the end of the Tuskegee Study.  He read the paper 
I finally wrote up for me and asked if he could share it with CDC higher ups.  The next few months were a whirlwind: a 
CDC epidemiologist went to Pittsburgh to look at the records, my paper and his report went up the chain of command, 
then to the National Institutes of Health, and finally to the White House and the State Department. On October 1, 2010, 
there was a formal federal apology to Guatemala from the Secretaries of State and Health and Human Services, a phone call 
from President Obama to the President of Guatemala, news coverage that spanned the world, and eventually reports from 
bioethics commissions in the U.S. and Guatemala 

What I learned is you can never imagine what you will find in the archives.  You can never know how the material will be 
used. You can never be sure how a story of medical misfeasance of this magnitude might lead to apologies, and hopefully 
more awareness of the arrogance of medical researchers who think they have the right to use whomever they need in the 
search of “truth.” And you never can predict how a simple walk into the archives can change your own understandings of 
how we need to oversee what happens in the name of research. 
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