‘Bacterium bulgaricum – Grigoroff’
Sometimes in the dead-lock the bright light of hope appears! For Stamen his childhood and teenage years were far behind his back although these years he experienced his first thrills of love excitement. The subsided passion for Darinka, that nice-looking girl from his students’ years, suddenly put his heart into the flames of love and soon they got married (1904). At that time Stamen could not imagine how important the role of his young bride - a typical, strong-willed Trun-woman, would be for all his life. Just after the marriage Darinka declared that he had to finish his studies, and that she would take care of his expenses because her family was one of the few rich families in Trun and would not say no to her idea. And that was what happened afterwards. Only a week after the marriage Darinka painfully swallowing her tears saw him off with strong determination. The only thing that surprised her was the careful way he situated the Busintsi ‘rukatka’ with kisselo mliako in his luggage.

This rukatka surprised his friends when they saw it after they had come to greet him for his returning. 

Only prof. Massol without any explanations guessed the scientific interests of his favourite student. The old scientists - at the end of his life, understood them better than anybody, and started thinking that he had found somebody who could take care of his department after he retired.

For now he would leave the young Bulgarian to dig deeply in the field he had chosen. He could not find better conditions than these offered by prof. Masso’s laboratory.

Never before Stamen Grigorov had been so far from the world for such a long time than after bringing the rukatka with Trun kisselo mliako. Endless hours over the microscope with the   questions – what causes the fermentation, what is the agent? The only thing he did not forget was to keep up the starter, which he brought with him. He kept it up and took care of it as a unique treasure.

While one day... 

It sounds as in a fair tale, doesn’t it?

But if something exists it happened one day. For Stamen Grigorov this happened in the middle of his forth, last year of his studies at the Medical University in Geneva. After hundreds, and most probably thousands of observations under the microscope ‘a rod’ was found – something that so far he had not managed to see. Naturally the first person he showed his discovery was prof. Massol. This fact is proved by the saved letter to Ilia Mechnikov. Here comes the text.

‘My dear friend,

My assistant S. Grigorov, a Slav from Bulgaria, surprised me with his extreme tenacity in his scientific research. He is a rare person and I think he could be very useful for you indeed. After numerous and consistent experiments in my laboratory he succeeded in finding and isolating the fermenting agent in Bulgarian kisselo mliako.  The ferment/starter of that had come from Bulgaria. You work driven by the ambition to find means to prolong human’s life. Further to your remarkable phagocytes please, think now about the Bulgarian kisselo mliako and about this rodshaped bacillus found by Grigorov which I have also seen under the microscope. It probably will be of use for you.’

Mechnikov immediately expressed his interest towards the discovery of Stamen Grigorov and wrote some letters to prof. Massol insisting to meet the researcher. He invited the Bulgarian in Paris in the Pasteur Institute where he would present a paper in front of the scientific staff of the institute.

Meanwhile in the prestigious French scientific journal ‘Revue medical de la Suisse Romande’ (n 10/1905) a paper by Stamen Grigorov appeared in which he gave full information about the agent in the Bulgarian kisselo mliako – a lactic acid bacillus.  

The fact that later the famous scientists Coendi, Mikelson, Luerson and Koen would name it ‘bulgarian milk bacterium (Lactobacterium bulgaricum) after the country of its discoverer was an additional proof for the importance of the achievement.

A Bulgarian wrote his name among the bright minds of the world of science. And he was only 27.

 Not less impressing was the reaction of prof. Massol from Geneva Medical University. After his suggestion Stamen Grigorov was awarded a special Certificate and some money and in his report on this occasion the professor mentioned that the world of science would really evaluate it in the future. 

Then or probably a bit later in July 1905 when Stamen Grigorov presented his PhD thesis on the topic ‘A contribution to pathogenesis of appendicitis’ (again brilliantly) and received the title of ‘Doctor of medical sciences – bacteriologist – internal and pulmonary diseases’, the old professor voiced the long-time kept thought – his student would stay in Geneva to lead his department. It was not known if the young doctor could imagine such invitation, if he was pleased by it but his rejection was accompanied by thanking for the evaluation which was included obviously in the invitation. And with the explanation that he had promised to serve the people from his country and his native region.

After that, what would happened in the Institute Pasteur in Paris (we will speak later about it) Stamen Grigorov turned down another invitation as well – to lead the Pasteur Institute in Sao Paolo (Brazil). Again because of that promise.

And as we have already mentioned he was only 27.

The bright mind in the microbiology Ilya Mechnikov insisted on inviting the recommended by prof. Massol young Bulgarian researcher to present a paper in front of selected auditory at Institute Pasteur, which was not an act of courtesy. More disputable was the statement that the Russian was under the influence of his Slavonic blood and it was the reason why he had preliminary open-heartedness to the Bulgarian – in his veins also ran Slavic blood!

We have enough argumentations to think that apart from the scientific interest anything else could motivate Mechnikov for this act. This interest was naturally protected by the argument recommendation of prof. Massol.

And well – the large hall of Institute Pasteur. Here were the bright minds of the medical science. In most of them the interest had already been provoked by the publication of the presenter in the journal ‘Revue medicale’. Some had already been familiar with the inspired opinion of prof. Massol, others had heard about it from the conversations with the Institute director Ilya Mechnikov. And if he did not only allow similar presentation in the altar of the microbiology but organised it there would be something to be heard. And to be seen. 

The curiosity of the auditory was also provoked by the age of the presenter – with a strange name and form an unknown for most of them country.

We could imagine the level of excitement in Stamen Grigorov when for the first time he stood up in front of this demanding, fastidious, exigent, but he knew – uncompromising and merciless auditory. He had already been in the depths of science enough to let naive illusions. 

The direct way to the aim was unique – strict presentation of the research work done and formulation of its final result. In the hall his tutor prof. Massol was present and this meant very much. His wise look stopped him form lateral although spectacular inclinations.

His logic was absolutely stable. It passed form the interest to the established fact on the longevity of Bulgarians,from the guessing on its relation with Bulgarian kisselo mliako to the endless laboratory investigations on finding the agent for fermentation and the qualities it had. To prove that the isolated bacillus was a new, unknown one, Stamen Grigorov brought with him kisselo mliako as well as a microscope. If anybody doubted, please, feel free to have a look. Those who did not doubted bent. Over the microscope – just to satisfy their curiosity and then to be more sincere and spontaneous in their applauses. 

Showing not typical for his age self-control, Stamen Grigorov thanked for the given opportunity to present the results from his investigations in front of so demanding auditory. And with great excitement, as young as he was, he said that these results would not be if there was not his tutor prof. Massol, if there were not his pieces of advice and the conditions in his laboratory. 

Much later in front of his village fellows Dr Stamen Grigorov would share that after presenting the paper the first who went to cordially greet him with father’s hug was Ilya Mechnikov. And with the piece of advise never to stop his scientific research. 

Again according to these memories of Dr Stamen Grigorov a detail from that event is coming to us, touching the heart with its emotional intensity and with the typical Bulgarian atmosphere. In the moment when Mechnikov finished his pieces of advice Stamen Grigorov, moved by internal impulse, took that Trun rukatka with kiselo mliako and gave it as a present to the Russian scientist. Moreover, in Russian he explained his respect to the great work of the bright scientist.

The auditory was shocked seeing the rare object. And then in French Stamen Grigorov explained that this small clay object was made by the hands of pottery masters from his native Trun region – the village of Busintsi. And it is called rukatka because was made to be handled in the hand, but they had to evaluate its artistic value and colour richness on it. This rukatka appeared for the first time on the Balkans in Busintsi and from their experience people knew that kisselo mliako preserved its best qualities in it. And that very close to Busintsi his native village was situated – the most beautiful corner in the world!

The event ended up with a traditional decision of the headquarters of the Institute Pasteur. Pr. Mechnikov personally was obliged to verify Stamen Grigorov’s discovery and to present the results in front of the scientific council of the Institute.

Unfortunately, the author of the discovery would not take part in the following events. With a medical diploma in his hand he would take the way to his native Bulgaria, especially to its heart – the region of Trun.

But Mechnikov completely devoted to his scientific engagements, within a short time following his own way of investigation, confirmed the results of Stamen Grigorov’s investigations. And they were presented in front of the scientific council of the Institute Pasteur. Because of unknown reasons the publication with the results presented in the paper did not appear within the next three years – until 1908. 

Other famous European scientists obviously interested in the Bulgarian discovery, mentioned it many times in their publications. For the first time the German microbiologist Lavar in the ‘Central bacteriology journal’ (Zentralblatt fuer Bakteriologie) (n 7/1906) mentioned the name of Stamen Grigorov, naturally within the topic of longevity and its relation with kisselo mliako.

Two years later again Lavar and again in the same Journal (n 7/1908) published a special article on Stamen Grigorov. In 1907 the Polish scientists Belenowski in ‘Annals of Institute Pasteur’ (p. 191) would mention that the discovery of Stamen Grigorov was the first step towards the discovery of lactic acid fermentation of the milk.

And the scientists Leursenand Kun in a scientific paper introduced the name of the bacterium discovered - Bacterium bulgaricum – Grigoroff.

And then the powerful voice of prof. Ilya Mehcnikov who had just received the Nobel Prize would sound. In the annual issue of the French Academy from 1908 his article ‘Some words on the yougurt’ appeared. In it the great scientists verified Stamen Grigorov’s discovery and accepted the yet recognised name Bacterium bulgaricum – Grigoroff. The paper praised the Bulgarian kisselo mliako as a source for long living.

Probably the lack of popularity of the young Bulgarian scientists, being far away from the well-known scientific groups, gave the reason to a French journalist to ask Mechnikov who discovered Bacillus bulgaricus. And this time again the Russian was definite – Bulgarian scientist Stamen Grigorov.

Unfortunately, as it happened many times in Bulgarian scientific society, the respect to the foreign and disrespect to the native had been leading for a long time. Having read improperly some of the papers of Mechnikov on kisselo mliako, some of our scientists for years had claimed that the discoverer of the yogurt agent was the Russian. Something he had never said. That way if not to total oblivion, our compatriots doomed Stamen Grigorov to long term isolation from the scientific circles.

In contrast to many foreign scientists.

One of the assistants of Mechnikov at Institute Pasteur Koendi and his colleague Mikelson referred to the main lactic acid bacteria as ‘Bacillus bulgaricus (Grigoroff)’, the Swedish scientists would call it ‘Thermobacterium bulgaricum (Grigoroff)’ in 1919, Holland in 1920 named it ‘Lactobacillus bulgaricus (Grigoroff)’, the scientists Leman and Noeman in 1927 named it ‘Plocamobacterium bulgaricum’ (Grigoroff)’  and in 1949 the Russian Krasilnikov called it ‘Lactobacterium bulgaricum (Grigoroff)’. Despite the variety and the preferences in the names of the discovery nobody from the scientists would omit the name of the author. Nearly 25 years after his death, in 1962 the Bulgarian scientists Dr K. Katrandzhiev in his monograph ‘Bulgarian kisselo mliako’ dedicated to the discovery of Dr Stamen Grigorov proposed the main bacterium to be named ‘Bacterium bulgaricum (Grigoroff)’.

Several times we have mentioned that we talk about the main bacteria. And we have missed to mention that during the investigations on this main bacterium Dr Stamen Grigorov established (better said discovered!) two more bacteria included in the scientific classifications. The second one is a streptobacillus and the third - a harmful micrococcu’.

