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by Dr. Richard Johnson
Dunbarton

DOCTOR’S

CORNER

Here is the quiz that we usually do in January. I will give you a brief medical 
case history, and you will try to figure out who the person is. As before, I  
acknowledge and give credit to the work of Thomas Meissner, MD from  
whose work these cases have been taken.

CASE 1. Let’s begin with a very well-known U.S. president. On the trip 
back to D.C after giving his famous 2-minute speech, he became feverish, 
faint, and exhausted. In three days, he developed a scarlet skin rash, fol-
lowed by blistering skin.  His 10-year-old son had previously spent several 
weeks in bed with a fever and skin rash. This is probably how the president 
got smallpox. The mortality of smallpox was, at that time, about 30%.

CASE 2. He was a very famous composer and musician who died in 1750. 
You frequently can hear his music played on WCRB (the classical radio 
channel). When his skeleton was recovered from a Leipzig church that had 
been destroyed in WWII, it was inspected by Dr. Wolfgang Rosenthal. The 
skeleton was found to have bone changes in the upper arms and forearms 
which were attributed to the musician’s vigorous playing of the organ, 
which at the time was hard work.

CASE 3. This philosopher died in 1900 at the age of 56. At the end of his  
life he was paralyzed, demented, and probably blind. Because his symp-
toms began early in life, and there were similar symptoms on his moth-
er’s side, it is felt that he had MELS (mitochondrial encephalopathy, lactic  
acidosis, and stroke-like episodes).  This disease which involves mutations 
of the mitochondrial (they make ATP; the fuel for the cell) DNA is passed 
on by the mother. His famous quote, “God is dead,” is from his book The 
Gay Science, published in 1882.

CASE 4. Another composer, born in 1770 (20 years after case 2 died), was 
completely deaf by the age of 36.  It is felt that he had Paget disease (an ex-
cessive breakdown & regrowth of bone). He died at age 57. Für Elise is one 
of his most famous piano pieces.

CASE 5. This actor played the “tough guy.” He smoked constantly and 
drank too much alcohol. He developed esophageal cancer and underwent 
a 9-hour operation followed by chemotherapy. He recovered but relapsed 
6 months later. When he died in 1957 at the age of 58, he weighed only 80 
pounds.

CASE 6. This movie diva (1918-1987) had eccentric behavior that was felt to 
be due to her drinking. When she was in her 50’s she had difficulty remem-
bering her lines and dance steps. Eventually, in 1979, the correct diagnosis 
was made: Alzheimer’s disease. Her case gave dementia research a huge 
boost.

CASE 7. He was a famous reggae musician (1945-1981). In 1977 he saw a 
physician for a soccer injury and was diagnosed with a malignant mela-
noma on his right first toe. He refused to have the toe amputated. Four  
years later he collapsed during a run in Central Park. He was found to have 
metastases in his liver, lungs, and brain. He went to Germany, where he  
was treated for 6 months by the controversial ‘faith healer’ Dr. Josef Issels. 
He never made it home.

1. Abraham Lincoln 2. Johann Sebastian Bach 3. Friedrich Nietzsche     

4. Ludwig van Beethoven 5. Humphrey Bogart 6. Rita Hayworth 7. Bob Marley
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