
Robert Koch 1843 -1910

Discovered anthrax bacillus 
150 years ago. Also 
discovered the bacteria 
causing tuberculosis. One of 
the greatest  
microbiologists and pioneer  
and founder of 
microbiology. 

William Anderson Soga 1858 - 1916

Soga was the first black 
African to qualify as a 
medical doctor and practise 
in South Africa. 

2026 marks 110 years since 
his death.
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Wishing you well for the new year with health, interesting experiences and quality of life. Thank you for the 
historical support of our laboratory and may we continue to grow and thrive in partnership providing 

quality health care to our patients.

This month I am tackling a subject for enrichment of medical colleagues who contributed to the profession by 
research and sharing to make the field of medicine what it is today in 2026.  Let us relish and ponder on their 

past achievements.

Throughout the years, South Africa has witnessed a profound transformation in its medical and public-health landscape. Early 
pioneering doctors and longstanding medical advisors played a crucial role in establishing the foundations of hospital 
development, infectious-disease management, and clinical training, laying the groundwork for the country’s modern 
healthcare framework. Their contributions continue to influence contemporary healthcare professionals who work alongside 
governments, universities, private healthcare providers, and community-based organizations to address the nation’s evolving 
health needs.

Despite persistent economic, political, and infrastructural challenges, these groups have collaborated to expand access to 
essential primary-care services in remote and underserved regions. They have strengthened national responses to enduring 
health crises such as HIV, tuberculosis, malaria, and maternal mortality, while also building more robust medical-training 
pipelines to address chronic shortages of nurses, general practitioners, and specialized clinicians. 

Efforts to modernize the sector include upgrading hospitals and clinics with advanced diagnostic equipment, integrating 
electronic health-record systems, and expanding nationwide vaccination and preventive-care programs targeting both 
communicable and non-communicable diseases.

South Africa’s healthcare system has also prioritized mental-health integration, improved emergency-medical and 
trauma-care capabilities in rapidly urbanizing areas, and supported biomedical research aimed at developing innovative, 
contextually relevant treatments and long-term health-policy strategies. Together, these advancements reflect an ongoing 
commitment to building a more equitable, resilient, historically informed, and patient-centered healthcare system that strives 
to meet the diverse needs of all South Africans.



SURPRISEand now for a 

Agatha Christie 1890 - 1976

Who died 50 years ago was 
not a medically trained 
person but worked in 
hospital dispensaries where 
she acquired an extensive 
knowledge of the poisons 
that featured in many of her  
of her novels, short stories 
and plays.

The inspiration and example that these people 
set is immense. May it inspire us to lead full, 
productive lives in the year to come.

E lie Metchnikoff 1845 - 1916

Known for his research in  
immunology and 
thanatology (the study of 
death). He studied 
phagocytes and 
phagocytosis which are 
regarded as the foundation 
of immunology. Died 110 
years ago.

E mil von Behring 1854 - 1917

Won the Nobel prize for 
medicine 125 years ago for 
serum therapy and the 
application in diphtheria.

Max Theiler 1899 - 1972

2026 commemorates the 
75th anniversary of the 
Nobel prize which was 
awarded to him for the 
yellow fever vaccine 
development. He was the 
first South African (born in 
Pretoria) to have received 
the Nobel prize.

Mary Malahlea-Xakana 1916 - 1981

Born 110 years ago and was 
the first black woman to 
graduate from Wits. 

A plaque was erected to 
honour Dr Malahlele as a 
way to redress the historical 
diminution of black alumni.

Christiaan Barnaard 1922 - 2001

2026 marks the 25th 
anniversary of the death of 
this South African cardiac 
surgeon who performed the 
first human heart 
transplant.

Elizabeth Kubler-Ross 1926 - 1988

Psychiatrist and pioneer of 
near-death studies. Born 
100 years ago.

Hamilton Naki 1926 - 2005

The South African gardener 
who assisted in the first 
human heart 
transplantation. He was 
born 100 years ago and 
despite no formal education 
under the apartheid laws 
became a self taught 
surgical pioneer.


