ARQUITECTOS DE LA VIDA: LA SAGA DE LOS PREMIOS NOBEL - EPISODE 3
Ronald Ross: The Mystery of the Mosquito
and the Winged Death (1902)

Imagine yourself in late 19th-century India. The heat is a heavy, humid blanket that suffocates you.
But the heat is not the real enemy. There is something in the air, an invisible killer that decimates
entire regiments and wipes villages off the map. They call it 'mal-aria’, which literally means 'bad air'.
For centuries, humanity believed the culprit was the stench of the swamps, a kind of poisonous vapor
emanating from the rotting earth. However, in the midst of this apocalyptic scenario, a British doctor with
a poet's soul named Ronald Ross was about to discover that the killer did not float in the air on its own;

it had wings and six legs.

Ross's story is not that of a flawless lab scientist. It is the story of an obsessed man who, under

a scorching sun and with eyes clouded by fatigue, dedicated himself to dissecting thousands of
mosquitoes in a suffocating office in Secunderabad. Ross was not seeking fame; he was seeking the
truth behind one of the oldest diseases in history. The challenge was monumental: how to prove that
such a small insect could carry a microscopic monster capable of killing a grown man in a matter of

days?

* Ross began his search almost blindly, dissecting mosquito after mosquito without knowing exactly

what he was looking for.

« His only clue was a suspicion: that the malaria parasite was hiding inside the insect's stomach.
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* Failure was his constant companion for years, while his colleagues mocked his 'madness'.

The tension peaked on August 20, 1897. With eyes bloodshot from staring through the microscope and
sweat dripping onto his lenses, Ross noticed something different in the stomach of a mosquito that

he had never seen before. Strange, round cells with dark pigments. That was the 'Eureka’ moment
that would change medicine forever. But how did that parasite get from the mosquito's stomach into a
human's bloodstream? The answer to this enigma would reveal a life cycle so complex and terrifying it

seemed taken from a science fiction novel.

The Man Who Did Not Want to Be a Doctor

Ronald Ross was not your typical science hero. In fact, if you had asked him as a young man, he
would have told you his true passion was poetry and mathematics. He became a doctor almost out of
family obligation, following in the footsteps of his father in the Indian Medical Service. This initial lack of
vocation, paradoxically, was what gave him a unique perspective: Ross did not accept established truths
just because they were there. When he arrived in India and saw thousands of people dying from malaria
fevers, his analytical mind and poetic sensitivity merged into a single mission. He could not accept that

'bad air' was the answer. He needed to see the culprit with his own eyes.

To understand the magnitude of his search, we must imagine the microscope of that time. They were
not the digital machines of today, but rudimentary instruments that required infinite patience. Ross
spent ten hours a day hunched over, using sunlight reflected from a mirror to illuminate his samples. In
Secunderabad, the heat was so intense that the fluid in his eyes would evaporate and sweat would run
down the microscope tube, fogging the lenses. It was in this hostile environment that Ross began his

ghost hunt.

The Encounter with the Mentor and the 'Seed' of the Parasite

On a trip to London, Ross met Patrick Manson, a doctor who already suspected that insects were the
messengers of tropical diseases. Manson showed Ross, under the microscope, the malaria parasite in
the blood of a patient. They were tiny creatures that seemed to move like whips. Manson threw down a
challenge: 'Ross, go and prove that the mosquito is the one carrying these seeds of death'.

Ross returned to India with an obsession. He began breeding mosquitoes in bottles, feeding them
the blood of volunteer patients suffering from fever. Then, he would wait a few days and dissect the

mosquitoes to look for the parasite. Imagine the difficulty: a mosquito is tiny, and its stomach is barely
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an almost invisible dot. Ross had to open that stomach with fine needles without destroying it. For two
years, the result was always the same: nothing. The common mosquitoes he caught (of the Culex type)
showed no sign of the parasite after digesting the blood.

The August 20 Discovery

Ross was on the verge of giving up. His superiors thought he was wasting time and transferred him
to remote areas. But on August 20, 1897, everything changed. That day, Ross decided to examine a
different type of mosquito, one with spotted wings that his servants had caught. It was what we know

today as the Anopheles mosquito.

After hours of frustrating searching, there was only one mosquito left to examine. Ross was so tired
he thought about leaving it for the next day. But something urged him to continue. Upon opening the
stomach of this 'dapple-winged' mosquito, he saw something that made his heart stop: small warts or
cysts on the stomach wall. Inside those cysts, there were grains of black pigment, identical to those he
had seen in infected human blood. Ross wrote in his diary: 'This day Nature has revealed her secret to

me..

The Analogy of the Stowaway and the Ship

To understand what Ross discovered, let's use an analogy. The malaria parasite is like a clever stowaway.
When a mosquito bites an infected person, the parasite enters the mosquito (the ship). But it does not
stay in the hold (the stomach). The stowaway reproduces there, creates a new generation of soldiers,
and then travels through the mosquito's entire body until it reaches the salivary glands. Why there?
Because the salivary glands are the mosquito's ‘cannon'. When the insect bites a healthy person, it first
injects a bit of saliva to prevent the blood from clotting. At that moment, the parasites are shot from the
saliva into the new victim's blood. The mosquito is not just transport; it is a perfect biological incubator

and syringe.

The Battle Against Incredulity and the Italian Rivalry

Ross did not finish his work with the discovery of the stomach. He had to prove the entire cycle. Since
he could not experiment on humans for ethical (and logistical) reasons, he used birds. He proved that
a mosquito biting an infected bird could infect a healthy bird. It was the definitive proof. However, his
triumph was not without drama. In Italy, a scientist named Giovanni Battista Grassi was also on the trail
of the Anopheles and there was a fierce dispute over who had first reached the conclusion that this

specific mosquito was the culprit in humans.

The scientific community was divided, but the Nobel committee, in its second edition in 1902, decided
to award the prize to Ronald Ross. They recognized that his methodology and heroic persistence had
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mapped out the exact path of the infection. Ross had gone from being a reluctant doctor to being the

man who gave humanity the most powerful weapon against malaria: the knowledge of its transmission.

A Legacy of Saved Lives

Thanks to Ross, the world stopped fighting 'imaginary vapors' and started fighting stagnant water and
mosquitoes. Mosquito nets began to be used, swamps were drained, and houses were protected.
Although malaria remains a global challenge today, Ross's discovery saved, and continues to save,

millions of people every year.

Ronald Ross's story teaches us that great discoveries often require less pure genius and more
unshakeable stubbornness. It reminds us that, sometimes, the answer to humanity's greatest problems
is not in the stars, but in the smallest things, in what we can barely see, waiting for someone with enough

patience to decide to look through the microscope one more time.

Final Reflection

At the end of his life, Ross did not see himself only as a scientist, but as a man who had fulfilled a
humanitarian duty. His most famous poem, written after his discovery, says: 'l know this little day / Has
brought a gift for men'. That gift was the light of reason over the fear of the invisible. Today, every time
you see a mosquito net or put on repellent, you are participating in the legacy of that doctor who, in the

suffocating heat of India, refused to accept that death simply floated in the air.
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