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One Sunday morning in 1975, I was
called out to look at a blood culture
from a one-month-old boy admitted to
Worcester Royal Infirmary, who was suf-
fering from a fever of undetermined ori-
gin. The culture contained many highly
motile “spirilla”—a bizarre picture that
I had never seen before. The organism
was later identified as a Camp ylobader
jejuni, a genus of bacteria formerly clas-
sified as microaerophilic vibrios and at
that time virtually unknown to medical
microbiologists.1 However, it was famil-
iar to veterinarians as a cause of ~‘vibri-
onic” abortion in sheep and cattle.

Fascination with this strange organism
led me to papers by J.P. Butzler and co-
authors in Belgium,2 who claimed to
have isolated campylobacters from the
faeces of 5 percent of children with di-
arrhoea by the application of a special
selective culture technique used in vet-
erinary laboratories. I viewed such star-
tling results with some scepticism, as no

further papers had appeared in the three
interveningyears (a mystery to this day).
Nevertheless, I set out to see if their re-
sults could be reproduced, realising the
importance of any organism that might
be causing 5 percent of diarrhoea inchil-
dren (and especially bearing in mind that
in those days ~ninfective cause fordiar-
rhoea could be found in only about 10
percent of patients). As it turned out, the
figure of 5 percent was conservative, and
adults were infected at least as often as
children; the average isolation rate inmy
series of patients was 7.1 percent.

Thus, a ‘new” disease was launched on
the medical world. Since then, it has be-
come clear that inmost developed coun-
tries campylobacters ( C. jejuni and C.
col,)are themost common cause of acute
bacterial diarrhoea and that the sources
of infection are animals via food, milk,
and water. In developing countries
campylobacters are a contributory factor
in the enormous burden of infant diar-
rhoea. The importance of these organ-
isms is such that four international work-
shops devoted entirely to campylobacter
infections have been heldduring thepast
seven years.

It is easy to see, therefore, why this
paper has been cited so often. It was the
first paper to draw general attention to
the infection (it also described a new se-
lective culture medium), although much
of the original thinking and pioneering
work was done by Elizabeth 0. King in
Atlanta1 and the Belgian team in Brus-
sels;2 they deserve a major part of the
credit for this discovery. It is sad that
King did not live to see the full fruition
of her work.

[See references 3 and 4 for recent work
in this field.)
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By the application of new selective culture
methods, campylobacters were isolated from
the faeces of 57(7.1 percent) of 803 unselect-
ed patients with acute diarrhoea but from none
of 194 without diarrhoea. Serological evidence
of infection was found in 31 of 38of the campy-
lobacter-positive patients. These findings sug-
gest that campylobacters are a hitherto unrec-
ognised and common cause of acute diarrhoea.
[The Sd® indicates that this paper has been
cited in over 710 publications.)
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