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Is AIDS Man-Made? 
Robin A. Weiss 

T hanks to immunization, polio like west Uganda in the early 1980s. In The Riv- 
smallpox may soon be eradicated. er, he traces the first evidence of AIDS and 
But did the trials of early polio vac- argues convincingly that it is a new human 

cines trigger AIDS? The central thesis of disease. He then extols the proposed link to 
Edward Hoo~er's new book, The River. is  olio vaccine trials in former Belgian 
that they did. Hooper argues 
that both AIDS viruses, HIV-1 
and HIV-2, first infected hu- 
mans via contaminated oral 
poliovirus vaccines (OPV). 
He claims these vaccines 
were grown in kidney cell 
cultures derived in the 1950s 
from chimpanzees and sooty 
mangabeys, respectively, that 
were infected with simian 
immunodeficiency viruses 
(SIVs). Although this notion 
has been explored before, no 

colonies in central ~frica"(the 
Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi). 
Massive field trials of preli- 
cense Koprowski and Sabin 
oral vaccines were conducted 
on hundreds of thousands of 
Africans, and millions of Poles 
and Russians. The Sabin vac- 
cine, which won the race for 
World Health Organization ap- 
proval, was first propagated in 
kidney cultures of rhesus and 
cynomolgus macaques, and lat- 
er in African green monkeys. 

one previously has researched the history For the Congo and polish-trials 
of polio vaccine trials and early AIDS cas- by Hilary Koprowski (of the Wistar Insti- 
es so exhaustively. Hooper builds up layer tute, Philadelphia), although it seems as- 
upon layer of circumstantial evidence and tonishing, there are no precise data on the 

t.. 
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Hooper reveals that some chimp kidneys 
were sent to Philadelphia for tissue culture, 
there is no record of vaccine production in 
them. If chimpanzee kidneys were used, 
however, it seems odd that the one pool of 
OPV (CHAT 10A-11) that, according to 
Hooper, might have been contaminated 
found its way back to the Congo-and not 
to Sweden, Poland, or the United States, 
where other Koprowski trials took place. 
Hooper wonders if Ghislain Courtois, the 
director at Lindi, might have amplified the 
pools of CHAT vaccine in Stanleyville. The 
author reveals that the veterinarian Alexan- 
dre Jezierski independently grew attenuated 
poliovirus in chimpanzee kidney cultures in 
the Congo. Because the Pasteur Institute's 
Pierre Lkpine used local baboon kidneys, 
could the French also have used chimp 
cells? In addition, Hooper suspects that 
French and Portuguese activities led to the 
West African origin of HIV-2 from sooty 
mangabeys. To me, the possible use of 
small batches of experimental OPV made 
locally seems a more plausible source of 
contamination than the Wistar preparations. 
As one of the investigators of that time, 
Abel Prinzie, told Hooper: "We were acting 
in full innocence, not understanding what 
sort of Pandora's box we were opening." 

plausible conjecture, until Can the OPV-HI? link 
he declares: "The reader withstand scrutiny? Hooper 
must make up his mind or calls for the probing of 
her mind. I have made up archived vaccine samples for 
mine." Yet after having HIV contamination, though 
read his 858 pages of text one vial of Wistar's CHAT 
and 175 pages of notes OPV stored in Stockholm 
and references, I remain has already tested negative. 
undecided on the origins He and I agree that it might 
of HI\! be more telling to search 

The River is a towering stored samples for mito- 
achievement; right or  chondrial DNA that could 
wrong in its main conclu- reveal the species of kidney 
sion, there is much to learn cells used. After Tom Curtis' 
from Hooper's exposition. notorious 1992 Rolling 
The book, a strange fu- Stone article on OPV (2) 
sion of personal quest and and Koprowski's litigious re- 
scientific treatise, is  a sponse, John Garrett and 
thriller in which the main colleagues in England ex- 
culprit is revealed early. Camp chimp. Djamba was a pet that wandered freely about the Lindi camp, where perimentally examined the 
H~~~~~~~ dry observations a chimpanzee colony was established for Koprowski's polio experiments. survival of human and simi- 
on the players, big and an immunodeficiency virus- 
small, in OPV and AIDS are worthy of passage histories of the vaccine pools and es in OPV preparations. No live retrovirus 
Raymond Chandler. Indeed, "the big batches nor any records of the simian came through the procedure, but Hooper 
sleep" well describes our complacency species used in cultures. critiques the general validity of these tests. 
over 44 years' use of primary monkey Were chimpanzee kidneys used in the HIV-1 has apparently colonized hu- 
kidney cells as a substrate for live viral production of oral polio vaccines? This is mans three times, giving rise to the HIV-1 

5 vaccines. the nub of Hooper's case. He points to the M, N, and 0 groups (3). Only group M 
In his previous book ( I ) ,  Hooper telling- Wistar Institute or to Belgian laboratories has become pandemic. HIV phylogeneti- 

$ ly described how AIDS spread into south- using Wistar strains. Numerous chimps and cists doubt that HIV-1 M could have di- 
2 
2 

bonobos (pygmy chimps) were kept at versified from an ancestral chimpanzee 
Camp Lindi, outside Stanleyville (Belgian virus between the first African OPV trial a The is at the wOhlvirion Windeyer In- Congo). Some were used there for testing (in 1957) and the first documented HIV " stitute of Medical Sciences, University College Lon- 

don, 46 Cleveland Street, London WIP 6DB, UK. the safety of vaccines, but what happened sequence, found in a 1959 blood sample 
6 E-mail: r.weiss@ucl.ac.uk to the majority of the animals? Although taken in Leopoldville (now Kinshasa). 
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Hooper's suggestion that the diversifica- 
tion of HIV-1 M into HIV subgroups oc- 
curred before introduction to humans 
seems unlikely. 

Hooper argues that OPV is the only 
thing special about the mid-20th century 
that could trigger such zoonoses. Yet, as he 
discusses, establishing AIDS as an infec- 
tious human disease required two steps: 
the crosq-species jump of the virus and its 
onward transmission. The second step may 
be the modem one, given the colonial and 
post-colonial turmoil (4), the truck routes, 
and the all-too-ready use of syringe and 
needle for medical treatments in Africa. 
Hooper cites human T cell leukemia virus 
(HTLV-1) as an ancient infection because 
it traveled with African slaves to the New 
World. But he does not mention what are 
probably more recent HTLV-1 introduc- 
tions, including transfer from chimpanzees 
(5). Although AIDS is clearly a new hu- 
man condition, we do not know whether 
rare, sporadic infections of simian immuno- 
deficiency viruses have occurred through- 
out history, as in the cases with HTLV-1 
and rabies. 

Neither am I persuaded by Hooper's at- 
tempts to correlate sites of the OPV trials 
to HIV's later appearance: For example, 
HIV-1 group M instead may have moved 
eastwards from Leopoldville, which is 
nearer to the habitat of the source sub- 
species of chimpanzee (3). Although the 

river Congo flows east to west, the boats 
navigate in both directions. But if one 
must seek an iatrogenic origin of HIV, 
there are the malaria-attenuation experi- 
ments conducted at the Institute of ~ r o ~ i -  
cal Medicine in Antwerp from the late 
1930s to 1955 in which humans were 
inoculated with chimpanzee blood (6). 
Antwerp is far from Africa, but Belgians 
were constantly traveling between the 
home country and its colonies. 

Nonetheless, there are important 
lessons to be learned from Hooper's 
analysis. In the polio epidemics of the 
1950s, the pressure to test vaccines was 
overwhelming. Similarly, today "some- 
thing must be done" about AIDS. Thus 
commerce and the combined will of the 
National Institutes of Health and the 
World Health Organization have led to 
trials in the slums of Bangkok of an HIV 
vaccine that is unlikely to be protective. 
Once again, the follow-up studies seem 
inadequate; let us hope that the vaccine 
is not harmful. Another worrisome de- 
velopment is the suppression of scientif- 
ic debate through lawsuits claiming 
defamation (7), even though those lob- 
bying against vaccines are just as quick 
to resort to the courts. 

For 45 years, regulatory authorities 
have been worried silly that using perma- 
nent cell lines as vaccine substrates may 
somehow transfer cancer-causing proper- 

ties. Ironically, it was primary, macaque 
kidney cells that yielded oncogenic SV40 
as an OPV contaminant. Well-tested non- 
oncogenic cellular substrates such as 
MRC-5 and VERO now exist, so it is time- 
ly that a September workshop sponsored 
by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
(8) reopened the debate on the use of pri- 
mary cells versus cell lines for live attenu- 
ated vaccines. 

The River does not prove the claim that 
testing oral poliovirus vaccines created 
AIDS, but even if Hooper is wrong we 
have had a close call. African green mon- 
key kidneys are still used as the main cell- 
substrate for OPV Millions of doses must 
have been made from SIV-positive mon- 
keys before screening was introduced, so 
we are lucky that African green monkey 
SIV and D-type macaque retroviruses have 
not spread to humans. 
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