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Pasteur, Louis (1822–1895)

Nine-year-old Joseph Meister was badly hurt. A dog with rabies had 
bitten him. Rabies is a sickness that can affect the brain. Joseph’s 
mother was afraid. She was sure that the dog had given Joseph rabies. 
She knew that there was no cure.

Mrs. Meister took Joseph to see the chemist Louis Pasteur. She begged 
Pasteur to help her son. Pasteur had been working on a vaccine for 
rabies. A vaccine is a medicine that helps the body fight disease. But 
Pasteur had never before tried his vaccine on humans. Pasteur treated 
Joseph and cured him!

Pasteur’s rabies experiments happened near the end of his long career. During his lifetime, all of his experiments 
affected different areas of everyday life. Pasteur’s research always followed a logical order. One discovery led him 
to the next.

Pasteur began studying science in Paris in 1843. He first explored how crystals were formed. That led him to learn 
why some liquids were ruined during the production process. France’s producers of wine, beer, and vinegar didn’t 
understand why some batches got spoiled and some didn’t.

First, Pasteur discovered that yeast formed alcohol from sugar. Then, he found that tiny living things called 
microorganisms could ruin the yeast. The liquids would sour. Finally, he showed that heating the products killed 
the microorganisms. This heating process is known as pasteurization, in honor of Pasteur. Pasteurization makes 
milk and other liquids safe to drink.

Next, Pasteur asked: Where do microorganisms come from? Most scientists believed that microorganisms came 
from spoiled matter. Pasteur proved that they came from outside, carried by air.

Pasteur used that idea to understand disease. He showed that microorganisms spread and caused sickness. 
Doctors began taking greater care to wash their hands. Hospitals began sterilizing medical tools. Sterilizing is the 
killing of microorganisms.

Pasteur’s vaccine research completed his fruitful work. Three years after curing Joseph Meister, Pasteur became 
head of the new Pasteur Institute in Paris, France. Pasteur worked there until his death in 1895. 
 
Reflect:

1. How did Pasteur change people’s understanding of microorganisms?

2. How did his discovery change the behavior of doctors and hospitals?

3. What disease did Pasteur develop a vaccine for?
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