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1982 Lyme Disease—A Tick-Borne Spirochetosis?
W. BURGDORFER, A. G. BARBOUR, S. F. HAYES, J. L. BENACH, 
E. GRUNWALDT, AND J. P. DAVIS

The 1982 article from Science by Willy Burgdorfer, from the Rocky
Mountain Laboratories, and his associates suggested, for the first time,
a connection between Lyme disease and a “treponema-like spirochete”

described by the authors. They were able to isolate the organism and show
antibody formation in patients with clinically diagnosed Lyme disease, by
means of indirect immunofluorescence.

Case descriptions of what we strongly suspect was Lyme disease had
been published in Europe since 1883, by A. Buchwald, K. Herxheimer (who
had coined the term acrodermatitis chronica atrophicans), A. Afzelius
(describing erythema chronicum migrans), B. Lipschütz, C. Garin and
Bujadoux, C. Hövelborn, A. Bannwarth, and B. Bäverstedt (see G. Stanek et
al., Wien. Klin. Wochenschr. 108:741–747, 1996). Later, a combination of menin-
gitis, polyneuritis, and radiculitis was found to be associated with tick bites
and erythema chronicum migrans and was called Bannwarth syndrome. But
it was only after 1975, when A. C. Steere and his collaborators at Yale (A. C.
Steere, Arth. Rheum. 20:7–17, 1977) observed a cluster of cases of inflamma-
tory arthritis in the town of Old Lyme, Conn., and were able to show epi-
demiological evidence for Ixodes ticks as vectors, that Lyme disease came
into focus as an entity. The causative agent was described in 1984 (A. C.
Steere et al., N. Engl. J. Med. 308:733–740, 1983) as Borrelia burgdorferi in honor
of Willy Burgdorfer (later, more species were added to the genus). In view of
the clinical and epidemiological importance of Lyme borreliosis, with its var-
ious stages and protean symptoms, the paper presented here was a true trail-
blazer in clinical microbiology and infectious diseases.

ALEXANDER VON GRAEVENITZ

Reprinted with permission from Science 216:1317–1319. Copyright © 1982. American
Association for the Advancement of Science.



Diagnostic Microbiology and Epidemiology   71



72 Microbiology: A Centenary Perspective



Diagnostic Microbiology and Epidemiology   73


