
10 2 0 1 8  A N N U A L  R E P O RT

After earning undergraduate, medical 
and doctoral degrees at some of the 
most prestigious universities in the 
world, doing postdoctoral research 
with a Nobel Laureate, directing a 
major lab at the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), and 
then going on to run a successful 
medical publishing business for more 
than 40 years, many people would 
spend their well-earned retirement 
relaxing. Instead, when Dr. Leslie 
Norins and his wife, Rainey moved 
to Florida, a state known for its high 
population of residents 65 and older, 
Dr. Norins felt compelled to become 
better informed about a disease that 
not only impacted many members of 
his new community, but also claimed 
Rainey’s mother and grandmother: 
Alzheimer’s Disease (AD).

As Dr. Norins delved deeper into 
the medical literature about AD, he 
began to notice a striking number 
of similarities between elements 
of Alzheimer’s research and those 
of infectious diseases. Could it be 
possible that an infectious agent 
could be a root cause of AD?

We spoke with Dr. Leslie and 
Rainey Norins about how this 
hypothesis led him to publish a white 
paper calling for the elevation of 
Alzheimer’s research to “the highest 
priority of emergency microbiological 
search,” and the couple’s subsequent 
establishment of the Alzheimer’s 
Germ Quest.

Q:  WHAT IS YOUR ELEVATOR PITCH 
ABOUT WHAT YOU DO AND WHERE 
YOUR FOCUS IS?
DR. NORINS: When Rainey and I moved 
to Florida, joining a community with 
a high retiree population, I began to 
hear more and more about AD. It was 
a disease that Rainey already had 
personal experience with, watching 
fi rst her grandmother, then her mother 
die of the disease. 

Back when I was in medical school 
in the early 1960s, the only thing we 
were taught about the suspected 
cause of AD was amyloid plaques. 
Since that time and despite the 
huge sums of money being poured 
into Alzheimer’s research grants, 
there has been very little progress in 
understanding the disease and littler 
still that’s helpful to patients.

I fi gured that I surely wasn’t the 
only one struck by the similarities 
between AD and infectious diseases, 
yet the more I looked for research 
on what seemed to me to be 
obvious similarities between the two 
conditions, I was shocked to fi nd 
hardly any published papers exploring 
this angle.  I thought maybe at some 
point research into antibiotics or 
antiviral drugs had been tried and had 
been shown ineffective, but it turns 
out that neither had been tried. By and 
large, except for a few pioneers, hardly 
any research had been dedicated to 
my hypothesis. 

I decided to write a white paper 
making the case for the fact that, 
based on my two-year intensive review 
of the scientifi c literature, I believe it’s 
now clear that just one germ—identity 
not yet specifi ed, and possibly not yet 
discovered—is the root cause of most 
AD. I used the umbrella term “germ” so 
as to not exclude any possibility, such 
as bacterium, virus, fungus, parasite, 
prion, or something new, and referred 
to it in that white paper as the 
“Alzheimer’s Germ.” 

Q: WE’VE BEEN TOLD THAT YOU ARE 
A VALUED SUPPORTER OF THE IDSA 
FOUNDATION AND THAT YOU HAVE A LOVE 
FOR RESEARCH. CAN YOU SHARE WHY 
YOU CHOSE THE IDSA FOUNDATION FOR 
RESEARCH GRANT SUPPORT?
DR. NORINS: The fi eld of immunology 
is very intertwined with ID—most 
ID specialists have grounding in 

“WHAT BEGAN AS A SIMPLE 
REVIEW OF THE MEDICAL 
LITERATURE YIELDED 
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AND INFECTIOUS DISEASES”
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immunology. I earned a PhD from 
the University of Melbourne, where 
I studied immunology with Sir 
Macfarlane Burnet, Nobel Laureate. 
That experience fi rst exposed me to 
the tie between immunology and ID. 
I also directed the Venereal Disease 
Research Laboratory at the CDC, then 
took a 40-year detour into medical 
publishing. 

A few years ago, I connected with 
the head of AD research at Johns 
Hopkins and mentioned my interest 
in the tie between AD and ID; that 
led to an introduction to their head 
of ID, who happened to be Dr. Paul 
Auwaerter, ISDA’s president at the 
time. As if that wasn’t serendipitous 
enough, ISDA’s president elect also 
happened to be Paul’s colleague, and 
the result of that chance encounter 
at Hopkins was IDSA sponsoring two 
grants of $50,000 each. 

Q: MRS. NORINS, AD HAS IMPACTED YOU 
PERSONALLY.  WOULD YOU CARE TO 
ELABORATE ON YOUR JOURNEY WITH AD?
MRS. NORINS: AD has had a profound 
impact on my own life; as Leslie 
mentioned, I lost both my grandmother 
and my mother to AD. In addition to 
losing close family members to the 
disease, almost every close friend of 
mine is currently dealing with a family 
member suffering from the disease. So 
not only has AD had a profound impact 
on me personally, I think that overall 
it’s critically important to humanity 
because AD can impact everyone. 

Q: UNDERSTANDING YOUR PASSION FOR 
ADVANCING AD RESEARCH, CAN YOU TALK 
A BIT MORE ABOUT YOUR ROLE WITH 
ALZHEIMER’S GERM QUEST? 
MRS. NORINS: Leslie and I have been 
together since the 1990s, both in 
life and in business. I had been 
in business for myself and Leslie 
was starting a medical publishing 
business. Since then, we have always 
worked and traveled together—our 
offi ces are even right next to each 
other at home. 

This endeavor is a labor of love 
and I’m grateful not only for the 
continued opportunity for us to 
work together, but also because 
AD research has such a personal 
meaning for me. With my family 
history, it’s likely that at some point I’ll 
be facing AD. My hope is that 
AD is eradicated by the time my kids 
and grandkids ever have to face 
the pain and suffering it causes 
everyone that it impacts.

Q: DO YOU THINK WE ARE CLOSE TO 
IDENTIFYING AN INFECTIOUS AGENT THAT 
IS THE ROOT CAUSE OF ALZHEIMER’S 
DISEASE?
DR. NORINS: There are currently about 
seven plausible candidates, but 
they haven’t been thoroughly 
investigated. There may also be 
undiscovered agents. I like to say 
“we have persons of interest but not 
enough for a formal indictment yet, 
much less an arrest and conviction.” 
Rainey adds to this, “It might not 

even be a single suspect, it might be 
a gang.”

Q: IS THERE ANYTHING ADDITIONAL 
YOU’D LIKE TO SHARE ON PHILANTHROPY, 
RESEARCH OR YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH 
THE IDSA FOUNDATION? 
DR. NORINS: As I’ve become engaged 
with the IDSA Foundation and have 
been attending IDSA events, I’ve been 
fortunate to meet ID professionals 
worldwide who share my belief in 
the link between AD and ID. Many of 
these pioneers—or “converts”—who 
have also been studying the germ/AD 
link confi rmed my suspicion that only 
a minimal amount of grant funding 
has been available to pursue this 
important line of research. 

My hope is that if the increased 
funding for ID/AD research does 
show a link between the two, a 
similar public outcry and demand 
for a cure will spark additional 
recognition of the importance of ID 
as it relates to the demand for 
a cure to AD. 

AD/ID research may be the dawn 
of a new era of fi nding links between 
and potential cures for other diseases. 
That would truly be an important new 
frontier for ID specialists.

“AD/ID RESEARCH MAY 
BE THE DAWN OF A 
NEW ERA OF FINDING 
LINKS BETWEEN AND 
POTENTIALLY CURES FOR 
OTHER DISEASES.”
DR. LESLIE NORINS




