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July 6, 1894 — September 16, 1964

James Maffet Neill was born July 6, 1894, in Clarion, Pennsylvania. He received his B.S. degree from Allegheny 

College in 1917, and then continued his studies at Massachusetts Agricultural College, now the University 

of Massachusetts, where he served first as a graduate assistant and later as an instructor in microbiology. He 

obtained his Ph.D. in 1921 and was then appointed an assistant at the Rockefeller Institute, where he worked in 

the laboratories of Doctor O. T. Avery. At the Institute he was engaged in studies on the biology and immunology 

of the pneumococcus, and was a collaborator with Doctor Donald D. Van Slyke in the development of the classic 

Van Slyke-Neill manometric gas apparatus. 

In 1925 Dr. Neill joined a group of able young people recruited to staff the newly reorganized School of Medicine 

of Vanderbilt University. His appointment was as Associate Professor and chairman of the Department of 

Bacteriology and Immunology; in 1926 he become Professor and chairman. Before going to Vanderbilt, he had 

worked at Harvard in the laboratory of the late Dr. Hans Zinsser with whom he formed a lifelong friendship. 

He was an indefatigable worker and contributed much to the success of the new institution at Vanderbilt. 

Although he became involved in administration and teaching, his research efforts did not lessen. Studies on the 

oxidation and eduction of blood pigments and immunological substances, which he had begun at Rockefeller, 

were continued. In addition, he engaged in investigations dealing with the natural immunity of man and other 

animals to pneumococci and diphtheria bacteria, and with hypersensitiveness to toxin and other diphtheria 

bacterial products. These years at Vanderbilt were busy and highly productive ones for Dr. Neill and his group. 

Dr. Neill was appointed Professor and chairman of the Department of Bacteriology and Immunology at Cornell 

Medical College in 1931. The Medical College was preparing to move in 1932 to its present location and, for the 

second time within the short span of six years, he was charged with the responsibility of equipping and organizing 

a new department of bacteriology. This task received the major portion of his attention during the following year, 

but time was found to continue laboratory work in the department at Nashville, where he maintained his residence 

until the summer of 1932. 

During Dr. Neill’s tenure at Cornell his research interests were varied. Especially noteworthy were his studies 

on the immunology of fungi and the occurrence of serologically reactive material in sugar and other foods. His 

concern with the latter subject led to an extensive investigation of the serological reactivity of dextran, a substance 



that was being used as a blood volume expander. During his later years his interest in teaching deepened, and this 

interest commanded more and more of his time and energy. His objective was not only to provide the students 

with a comprehensive course in microbiology, but also to acquaint them with the larger involvement of the science 

in man’s affairs. 

Dr. Neill was a member of several scientific societies, including the American Association of Immunologists, The 

American Society of Microbiologists, the Association of Pathologists and Bacteriologists, the American Public 

Health Association, the Society of Experimental Biology and Medicine, the Harvey Society, and the New York 

Academy of Science. He was an Associate Fellow of the New York Academy of Medicine and a member of Sigma 

Xi and Phi Delta Theta. In 1940, he returned to Allegheny College where he was awarded an honorary Doctor of 

Science degree. 

After 31 years of service to Cornell, Dr. Neill retired on July 1, 1962, and was appointed Professor Emeritus. This 

marked the end of an era at the Medical College. Of the men who served as department chairmen when the 

College opened its doors at its present location in 1932, Doctor Neill was the last to retire. 

Dr. Neill died at The New York Hospital on September 16, 1964. He is survived by his wife, Jessie Stratton Neill; 

a daughter (Mrs.) Ilah Dales Neill De Paoli, Schenectady, New York; a son, William Alexander Neill, Portland, 

Oregon, who was graduated from Cornell Medical College in 1955 and is now a member of the staff in the 

Department of Medicine at the University of Oregon Medical School; and by seven grandchildren. 

While research and teaching occupied a major portion of Dr. Neill’s life, his interests and activities extended 

beyond the laboratory and classroom. He had a special interest in the historical aspects of medicine and of the 

biological sciences. In pursuit of this interest he acquired a collection of rare and valuable books, and it was to him 

a happy occasion whenever he encountered a student who shared his interest. During the years that he resided in 

Nashville and in Scarsdale he was an avid rose gardner. He had a lifelong interest in sports, having played both 

baseball and football during his school days. When his son, Bill, developed as an outstanding sprinter in Scarsdale 

High School and at Amherst, he became interested in track. He loved to fish and enjoyed his summer vacations at 

their family camp at Belgrade Lakes, Maine. To these interests, as well as to his professional activities, he brought 

an intense commitment and an infectious enthusiasm. 

Dr. Neill will be remembered by different people in different ways—as a scholar, as a scientist, or as a teacher. A 

number of his younger colleagues now hold important academic appointments in institutions over the country. To 



those who were privileged to know him and associate with him over a period of years ne was, above all, a steadfast 

friend and amiable companion. To his family, he was a devoted husband and father. 
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