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Bruce Ribner to Receive Class of 1966 Locomotive Award 
 
 The Princeton Class of 1966 is honoring Dr. Bruce S. Ribner ’66, 
one of the nation’s leading epidemiologists with its Locomotive Award, 
recognizing classmates for distinguished community service. 
 Bruce, who’s been called “the most famous man you have never 
heard of,” gained international recognition in 2014 when he directed a 
team that saved the lives of five American health-care workers who’d 
contracted the Ebola virus while treating other patients with the 
deadly West African disease.  
 The patients spent weeks in Emory University Hospital’s state-of-
the-art Serious Communicable Diseases Unit, which Bruce founded shortly 
after joining the Emory hospital’s staff in 2000. Bruce’s efforts were 
recognized by Time magazine when it made him and four other Ebola-
fighting physicians their collective 2014 “Man of the Year.” 
 Bruce had foreseen the need for the Emory biocontainment unit, 
given that Atlanta is home to the Centers for Disease Control and has 
one of the world’s busiest airports. (At the time the only other 
comparable unit was the Army’s biocontainment facility at Fort Detrick, 
Md.) The Emory unit was meant for any serious infectious disease and in 
the 12 years before the Ebola outbreak had only two patients. Bruce 
said he “felt like Noah building the Ark” when people questioned the 
unit’s value and expense. As Mark Bernstein ’83 noted in a PAW profile, 
“The fact that the unit was almost never occupied led to suggestions 
that its budget be cut, which Ribner likens to dropping your fire 
insurance coverage because you haven’t had a reason to use it.” 
 Since the arrival of Covid-19, Bruce has been in the spotlight 
again. As he recently told the online magazine Medium, “The 2013-2016 
Ebola outbreak taught us that failure to prepare for outbreaks and 
epidemics leads to a delayed response and excessive numbers who become 
infected. Unfortunately, we did not learn that lesson well. Since 2016 
we have seen successive cuts in funding for public health and 
biocontainment efforts. Even the recent response has been slow and 
initially underfunded. We would have been much further along in 
controlling this epidemic had we learned the lessons of being 
prepared.” 
 The son of a dentist and homemaker, Bruce grew up in Brooklyn, 
where he was valedictorian at Abraham Lincoln High School and a member 
of the math team and student newspaper. At Princeton he majored in 
chemistry and rowed on the heavyweight crew. He earned his medical 
degree at Harvard and a master’s in public health at the University of 
Michigan. He is a professor at Emory’s medical school in addition to 
directing its biocontainment unit. His wife, Barbara, is a registered 
nurse. They have three grown sons. 
 Bill (Roller) Leahy, chair of the Locomotive Award Committee, 
said the class intended to present Bruce with the award at Reunions in 
June. Now that Covid-19 has forced the university to cancel Reunions, 
the award will be given at our next ’66 Alumni Day dinner, on Feb. 20, 
2021. — Jim Merritt 
 
**** 
 
For more on Bruce, see: 
 
Coronavirus Advice From America’s Foremost Ebola Doctor 
(https://elemental.medium.com/coronavirus-advice-from-americas-
foremost-ebola-doctor-8bdb98c07) 
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When the Call Came, by Mark Bernstein ’83, PAW, March 4, 2015 
(https://paw.princeton.edu/article/when-call-came) 
 
Jaffe’s Jewish Jive: A Medical Pioneer Among Us 
(https://atlantajewishtimes.timesofisrael.com/jaffes-jewish-jive-a-
medical-pioneer-among-us/) 
 
Emory University Hospital website 
(https://providers.emoryhealthcare.org/provider/Bruce+Steven+Ribner/778
455) 
 


