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NARRATOR: In the early 1940's the discovery of penicillin revolutionized the treatment 
of infectious diseases. Derived from a mold, the first antibiotic cured a host of infections 
— but not tuberculosis. 

Selman Waksman, a microbiologist at Rutgers University, believed he knew where to 
look for an antibiotic that would. 

His previous work pointed to the Streptomyces: strange organisms, half bacteria and 
half fungi — responsible for the sweet odor of earth after a light rain. But there are over 
500 different species. Finding one that could kill harmful bacteria without toxic side 
effects would prove to be extraordinarily difficult. 

Peter Pringle, Writer: It was unbelievably time consuming, and if you like boring, and 
you could look all day long and see absolutely nothing happening through your 
microscope. So you go to a different soil patch, maybe you go closer to the horse's 
stables because the bacteria that you really want are those which feed on horse dung 
rather than dried leaves. So it's a huge hit and miss affair. 

NARRATOR: In late summer 1943, Waksman assigned the research project to Albert 
Schatz, an energetic 23-year-old graduate student. Three months in, Schatz stumbled 
on a variety that appeared quite powerful.  

Starting in November of 1944, researchers gave five courses of streptomycin to a 21-
year-old woman dying of tuberculosis. Within days, the infection in her lungs began to 
disappear.  

Nancy Tomes, Historian: So with Streptomycin, for the first time in human history, 
there's a magic bullet. There's a drug you can give to people that is going to make the 
majority of them far, far better. 

NARRATOR: The euphoria would not last. Within months of treatment, many patients 
began to relapse. Scientists would come to understand that Streptomycin does not 
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destroy all the bacteria in the body, and the organisms that do survive grow stronger 
and more resistant to the drug. 

By the late 1940s, two additional drugs were added to Streptomycin. The drug cocktail, 
properly administered, was far more effective. 

Andrea Cooper, Immunologist: And with tuberculosis, it's clear. You need a 
combination of drugs. So the bacteria has to combat two or three attacks at once  

When we take the antibiotics, we need to take them consistently, correctly, not over do 
it, and not under do it because then you will facilitate the development of drug 
resistance. 

NARRATOR: Before antibiotics, half of all people with active TB could expect to die 
within five years. By 1950, most were getting well and going on to live normal, healthy 
lives.  

TITLE CARD: Since then, drug resistant tuberculosis has become more common. 

 


