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Synopsis

Like most creatures, we enter this world alone, open our eyes and
look around. From his earliest childhood, Wallace Peters was
fascinated by nature. Tropical medicine opens a broad highway into
the complex relationship between man and his environment. This is
the road Wallace pursued most of his working life. Starting alone in
1948, and later accompanied by his wife Ruth, he practiced medicine
in many lands and studied how to combat the parasites and vectors
that sicken and kill millions of people.

After thirteen years Wallace returned to Europe. There he worked
in the laboratory and academia, holding Chairs first in the Liverpool
and then the London Schools of Tropical Medicine for over forty
years.

As Ruth and he approached middle age, the tempo of their lives
inevitably changed; they were faced with the tensions of their mid-
life crises. In 2007, at the age of only seventy-eight, Ruth died of
cancer. The author was left to grieve and to find a new way of life.

Here Wallace presents a potpourri of personal insights into his
peripatetic career in tropical medicine, of the challenges he and Ruth
overcame and of the remolding of his life after Ruth’s departure, once
more alone.
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Ruth, who would have understood.

Front cover based on original embroidery design by Ruth Peters
entitled “Round Mask” (2001). 
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PART I

“A good conversationist is one who listens”
Peters, 2009
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CHAPTER 1

An Overview

Alone and restless one cool winter dawn in my mid eighties, I was
woken by a disturbing dream. A stanza from The Hollow Men by T.S.
Eliot came into my mind; “This is the way the world ends. Not with
a bang but a whimper.” 

The totality of my existence assembled itself and ran through my
mind like a concerto. The first movement opened gently, presenting
a theme that the orchestra would pursue with variations in the
succeeding movements. These were slowly filled with a larger orches -
tral grouping that presented wildly contrasting motifs, tempos, and
textures—each markedly distinctive and mostly transient, yet bound
by a consistent, underlying harmony.

The pace quickened, with the addition of new instruments with
their interplay, their individual voices, harmonies, and discords. From
time to time the composition was dominated by a particular soloist
or group of players, each contributing their variations to the basic
themes. The tones fluctuated, sometimes peacefully, in other passages
full of discord. At moments, the music of life was joyful, at others
sad. Some passages showed humor, others tranquility, the whole
orchestra at times unexpectedly reflecting tragedy.
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Strangely, the musicians seemed to exert their own dominance on
the patterns of the composition, defying the baton of the struggling
conductor. Still the concerto retained its integrity, in the penultimate
phrases of the closing movement resolving into a tranquil
summation of the whole piece, finally fading out with incomplete
phrases that seemed to quietly seek, yet not find, the concluding
notes.

In the morning I decided that, whether Eliot would like it or not,
I would go out, “Not with a whimper, but a bang—and not yet!”

Thirty-five years into our marriage, when we were just beginning
to know each other, my wife Ruth used to ask me accusingly, “Why
do you always say I?” I pointed out repeatedly how hard it is to
conduct a conversation without this personal pronoun escaping one’s
lips. Frequently I try to adopt the artifices of using you, we, them, our,
and other personal pronouns instead of I or me, both in conversation
and subsequently in writing. However, this approach never really
achieves anything and, as often as not, I become I.

My life was dominated by four passions to which I immediately
confess; one personal and three scientific. These are;

Passion 1—Ruth
Passion 2—Malaria
Passion 3—The many faces of Leishmaniasis
Passion 4—Entomology
For those not familiar with the science, I have included in the

following pages a brief explanation of some of the technical terms
that I am obliged to utilize, as well as the nature of the scientific
environment into which I was gradually absorbed.

When Ruth died of cancer in late 2007 and after fifty-three years
of marriage this story began to write itself.

The following account inevitably describes previously unrecorded
episodes of medical history. However, in this personal story of two
people, the really important parts are very uneven in depth, tempo,
and style. I make no apologies. This is not fiction but the auto -
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biography of two people written as truthfully as memory and a few
old notes that survive permit. 

Ruth is no longer here to join in telling the story. I am left holding
a series of Conversations With Myself. I am being as honest as I can be
in telling, “The truth, the whole truth (as far as I recall it), and
nothing but the truth,” like it or not.

Following the Second World War, many bright young men and
women flocked to join medical research, a new land of scientific
promise. It offered routes and funds with which they could partici -
pate in exciting research projects and earn shiny PhDs. However, few
wanted to spend their lives up to their eyes in mud in uncomfortable
tropical countries, frequently in primitive terrain and living condi -
tions. Yet it is at the grassroots level that the fundamental causes of
many diseases lie. To this day they sicken and kill millions of people.
I am one of the few surviving physician-biologists who had the
passion to pursue these killers from the jungle to modern research
laboratories. I studied the natural history of old and new diseases,
searched for new ways to fight them, especially with novel drugs, and
taught generations of young doctors and scientists how to deploy
these innovations to their best advantage.

The life that Ruth and I shared acquired a new dimension in my
60s. I was obliged to retire from my university post in London with
the parallel need to slow down my teaching, travel, and research. We
were both restless individuals and had some difficulty in adjusting to
a more sedentary existence, as do many in mid-life. We encountered
each other as never before, not just the world’s problems. In this
situation we were not unique. I started to face the novel, sometimes
mundane, and frequently traumatic problems posed by living
together at a progressively slower rate. I had to review what one must
face and come to terms with—growing older and often infirm.

From time to time it is essential to sit back, look, reflect, and lis-
ten to one’s own thoughts and those of others. An enigmatic Swiss
proverb says; “When one shuts one eye, one does not hear everything.”
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Since childhood I felt an urge to write, probably because I was
lonely and found it hard to converse. From about the age of ten I
jotted down odd, intimate thoughts. My bed was an old-fashioned
one with a hollow brass frame. I could unscrew the knobs from the
tops of the upright pillars to expose the hollow interiors. I concealed
my secret notes there. One day my parents decided I needed a new
bed and sold the old one when I was absent. I wonder if anybody
ever found the papers and what they made of them. In later years,
mainly when I was traveling on my own, I wrote many notes in small
black diaries. Some were simply to remind me of movements and
meetings, others of events and moods. Once I embraced the com -
puter age, I would occasionally jot down more intimate comments.
I have included some in the following pages.

A few years ago I destroyed the books for no good reason that I
recall. However, I did keep all my old passports, the first from 1947.
Today the entries trigger my memory. That year, as a newly fledged
doctor, I undertook my first overseas visit by boat to France and then
hitchhiked to Switzerland. It seems incredible to think that this was
sixty-two years and seven passports ago.

The story of my working life falls neatly into sixteen periods
covered in Chapters 4 to 19 and spanning over half a century. Certain
patterns and passions run through these and my later life covered in
Chapters 20 to 25. The Contents list serves as a skeleton on which to
hang the flesh of the following account. 

Without a shadow of a doubt, but only since her passing do I
realize that my strongest and lasting passion was for my wife Ruth.
Our marriage took Ruth abruptly away from Europe to spend the
next decade traveling far and wide. Within a fortnight of marrying
this stranger she had to exchange the carefree life of a young Swiss
woman, at home in her beautiful country with its superlative skiing
and many friends, for life in a simple tent set high on a barren, wind -
swept plateau at the side of the Rapti River in the impoverished
Nepalese Terai. Ruth’s deep love of literature and music could not
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flower until our return to Europe in the 1960s. She read extensively,
W.G. Sebald, V.S. Naipaul, and Proust being among her favorite
authors. Ruth loved modern and classical music, especially the works
of Mahler and modern French composers.

Ruth had many practical talents. Over and above these Ruth’s
greatest qualities were her deep sensitivity and love for her fellow
beings, human and animal, her modest and generous-hearted nature,
her loyalty, and her subtle sense of humor. The gold and blue crest of
the Bernese root of the Scheidegger family bears the symbolic images
of shared fields of golden grain. Ruth always shared the good things
in her life with those close to her. For more than fifty years, she
devoted her life selflessly to supporting me in my career. She was a
shy woman at heart, but that heart was big and I loved her for it.

My next two passions must seem incomprehensible but, as I
recount later, they dominated much of our lives. The last, entomol -
ogy, was half work and half pleasure. Since early childhood, I was
fascinated by the plant and animal life around me and my attention
was especially focused on insects. Like Jean Henri Fabre, I would
happily lie on the ground watching the creatures that crawled
around in our small, urban garden. In the tropics where many such
animals possess venomous bites or stings, I have to be more cautious.
All my life I have retained my interest in insects, harmless ones and
others that spread diseases. Much of this is reflected in the following
pages.

Now that really is enough. I must listen for a change.
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