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The chapter analyses a 1967 immunisation campaign led by Dr Robert 
Hingson and the non-governmental organisation (NGO) he founded, 
Brother’s Brother Foundation, that was aided by key logistical support 
from the US government. This collaborative effort to promote public 
health and eradicate disease reveals one of the diverse ways the US 
government improved public health and fought disease in the Ameri-
can Century. This programme achieved a degree of ‘soft power’ for 
the United States, and it intersects with broader narratives about the 
role of the United States, American NGOs and US citizens in advanc-
ing international health.1 Examining the episode illuminates American 
approaches to development in the 1960s, and it highlights an under-
studied bilateral relationship – that between the United States and 
Costa Rica, or the hawk and the sparrow, as one author has termed 
it.2 Finally, the campaign offers us a means of analysing public–private 
global health collaboration in foreign countries. 

Before the Brother’s Brother Foundation campaign in Costa Rica, 
the United States had a record of cooperating with Latin Ameri-
can governments, at least since the 1940s, on sanitation, medical 
care and public health.3 These efforts could also be framed in terms 
of the potential positive economic benefits – enhanced productiv-
ity, increased life expectancy and greater development.4 In the view 
of Representative Hugh L. Carey (Democrat, NY), we should see 
these health interventions as ‘effective instrument[s] of foreign pol-
icy’.5 He wrote, ‘Historically, American medical help has been used 
to open new frontiers in our hemisphere and around the world.’6 
Such drives were justified in economic, humane and security terms, 
and facilitated the expansion and protection of US interests in the 
Western Hemisphere.7 As other scholars have shown, the spread of 
disease in Central America and elsewhere in the developing world 
posed potential threats to development and therefore US strategic 
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and economic interests.8 This unchecked transmission of infection 
therefore represented threats to the ideals, values and capacities of 
the American Century.

Whereas there is a rich historiography on American corporations 
and foundations in Costa Rica in the late nineteenth century and first 
half of the twentieth century, the literature on US–Costa Rican rela-
tions in the 1960s is more limited.9 As US interests shifted during the 
Cold War, Costa Rica’s history as a peaceful country meant that it 
was not central to US foreign policy and therefore the history of US 
foreign relations.10 Yet the United States, in the wake of the 1959 
Cuban Revolution, paid heightened attention to the Caribbean region, 
including Central America. John F. Kennedy travelled to Costa Rica 
in 1963, and while there he delivered an address that touched on the 
significance of ‘political liberty’ and ‘social justice’.11 

One of Brother’s Brother Foundation’s first missions was a cam-
paign to vaccinate Liberians against smallpox in 1962.12 Although 
State Department telegrams characterised the trip as ‘strictly private’, 
the organisation coordinated with the Liberian government and US 
Agency for International Development (USAID) representatives in 
Monrovia.13 The US navy also aided the mission by transporting 
personnel and 200 tons of material to Liberia.14 Several years later 
Brother’s Brother Foundation’s undertook a campaign in Costa Rica 
in which it secured support from a different branch of the US govern-
ment – the Pentagon, which loaned the group sixteen jet injectors. 
Examining Hingson’s vaccination campaigns demonstrates the sec-
ularisation of development, US government partnerships with non-
state actors and a deeper degree of military–private partnerships than 
the existing literature suggests.15

Pistolas de la paz

At the end of August 1967, Costa Rican Minister of Health Alvaro 
Aguilar wrote to President Lyndon B. Johnson thanking the US Defense 
Department for loaning sixteen jet injectors, which he termed ‘pisto-
las de la paz’, for a vaccination campaign.16 The campaign enabled 
the inoculation of 840,000 Costa Ricans against smallpox and the 
immunisation of around 210,000 Costa Ricans, primarily babies, 
against measles. These records, filed under the White House Central 
Files subject category ‘Peace’, signalled that the Johnson administration 
sought to build upon its predecessors’ efforts to wage the Cold War 
by other means and via non-governmental actors. Correspondence in 
the Lyndon B. Johnson Library reveals that Johnson’s intrigue with 
the minister’s language, which transformed vaccine delivery vehicles 
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into transmitters of peace. A 6 September 1967 note records, ‘Find 
out what this is and have Covey Oliver develop a program. “Pistols 
for Peace” – that sounds pretty good.’17 Despite the notation, I could 
find no evidence that replication was pursued elsewhere (Figure 9.1). 

The immunisation programme in Costa Rica involved collabo-
ration among the United States, the Costa Rican government, and 
Brother’s Brother Foundation. The foundation provided US medi-
cal professionals and utilised resources such as the Pentagon’s loan 
of the jet injectors, which were termed peace guns in Spanish due 
to their gun-like appearance and painless effects.18 At a time when 
US guns were being deployed overseas increasingly to wage war in 
Vietnam, the US military continued collaborating with humanitarian 
organisations towards peaceful ends. As with Hingson’s other mis-
sions, the civilian nature of these efforts was key. They also fit within 
Vice President Hubert Humphrey’s concept of a ‘shirtsleeve war’ – 
efforts by civilians to improve health and education.19

The Brother’s Brother Foundation initiative in Costa Rica built 
upon earlier undertakings by the Rockefeller Foundation in the region, 
which began working in Central America and the Caribbean in 1914 
and made early efforts regarding international health focused on 
hookworm, malaria and yellow fever.20 According to some scholars, 
the Rockefeller Foundation’s efforts, like those of Brother’s Brother 

Figure 9.1  A jet injector in the collection of the Division of Medicine and 
Science, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution
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Foundation, were driven by a ‘missionary impulse’.21 Whereas other 
observers have asserted Rockefeller’s international health initiatives 
and potentially the efforts of Brother’s Brother in Liberia sought to 
aid economic growth.22

The literature on US policy towards Latin America has often con-
trasted the commitment to development and democracy ostensibly 
embedded in Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress programme with the 
Mann Doctrine of the Johnson years, which in R. D. Johnson’s tell-
ing privileged ‘stability and restraint of Communism’.23 Despite this 
shift in emphasis, it is significant that Johnson kept aid to Central 
America consistent with Kennedy’s commitments, especially given 
that Congress sought diminished foreign assistance considering the 
costs of the war in Vietnam.24 

The Johnson administration’s support for Brother’s Brother Foun-
dation’s Costa Rican campaign complemented the president’s rhetoric 
about the interconnections between national and international health. 
In 1965 remarks announcing more funding for biomedical research 
facilities, Johnson repeatedly shifted between his and the country’s 
commitment to domestic and international health. For example, he 
said, ‘Malaria and cholera were conquered in America a long time 
ago . . . The American goal is the complete eradication of malaria and 
cholera from the entire world.’ He argued that the United States was 
leading ‘a worldwide war on disease’.25

The Johnson administration’s support for Hingson’s efforts in 
Costa Rica also fit with its international health programme, which 
Johnson proposed in February 1966, saying that the United States 
should participate in an international effort ‘to rid mankind of the 
slavery of ignorance and the scourge of disease’.26 Among other 
objectives articulated by Johnson in this speech was the creation of 
a civil service devoted to global health. Speaking in 1964, Johnson 
had said, ‘Those who live in the emerging community of nations 
will ignore the problems of their neighbours at the risk of their own 
prosperity.’27 The International Health Act of 1966 sought to ensure 
that prosperity. The legislation proclaimed: ‘It is in the interest of this 
Government to develop and strengthen the capability of the United 
States to provide assistance to those countries who are working to 
help themselves develop needed health services; and that, therefore, 
it is both necessary and desirable for this Government to assist in 
providing our share of the health workers needed to man the posts 
of the health battle throughout the world.’28

The International Health Education Act ultimately failed, and Peter 
J. Hoetz argues that in the aftermath, the United States pulled back 
from medical missions abroad. Nonetheless the proposed legislation 
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should be seen as an expression of the administration’s wish to expand 
its engagement internationally, including in matters of health.29

In addition to supporting Brother’s Brother Foundation and 
Hingson’s efforts, the United States also benefited from the good-
will and spirit of cooperation such humanitarian missions engen-
dered. Writing to Johnson, the Costa Rican health minister said, 
‘We believe our governments should unite in the use of the pistolas 
of peace in preference wherever possible to the use of the guns of 
war.’30 Johnson responded to the minister of health and congratu-
lated him in the vaccination campaign.31 Earlier that year, Johnson 
had indicated to several Central American presidents, including José 
Trejos of Costa Rica, that he wanted to expand the fight to eradi-
cate screwworm to that region, demonstrating that the American 
commitment to improving Central American health went beyond 
facilitating the loan of pistolas de la paz.32 

United States’ support for global health projects in the 1960s also 
represented a potential counterpoint to its most significant interac-
tion in the world in these years – the war in Vietnam. Hingson explic-
itly connected the two agendas, contrasting his budgets to vaccinate 
people in Central American countries to US military spending for 
Vietnam. Hingson claimed that he could immunise the world’s popu-
lation with ‘one-tenth of the military personnel and one-fourth of the 
budget of the United States’ expenditure for the war in Vietnam’.33 

Hingson: the man and his jet injector

Robert Hingson served in the US Public Health Service before work-
ing in medical schools in Colombia and Venezuela in the 1950s.34 
An anaesthesiologist, he was focused on diminishing patients’ pain. 
To that end he worked to develop a medical device, the jet injec-
tor, which would innovate vaccination efforts in subsequent years. As 
part of his studies, Hingson practised on cadavers and himself.35 The 
multiple-dose jet injector enabled the vaccination of 1,000 people per 
hour, a dramatic increase over earlier delivery methods.36 In addition 
to enabling increased numbers of patients reached, the innovation of 
the jet injector, or hypospray, offered other advantages over using a 
needle and a syringe. Most notably, the jet injector was less painful; 
half of patients reported a ‘complete absence of pain’. In addition, the 
jet injector did not require sterilisation with each use.37 The name, 
‘peace gun’, came from a Burmese child – who remarked after receiv-
ing a typhoid inoculation, that ‘it’s not a bad gun; it’s a peace gun’.38 

Among Hingson’s motivations for his humanitarian work were 
religious ones – a professed desire to follow the commandment to 
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love one’s neighbour as oneself, as well as potentially a belief in the 
gospel of public health or the compulsion to protect human life.39 As 
one fellow Baptist put it, Hingson felt ‘very strongly the commission 
as expressed in Luke 4:18 that in addition to preaching the gospel to 
the poor we are to heal the broken hearted’.40 In 1958, Hingson led 
the first inter-racial, interfaith and interdisciplinary team of medical 
professionals to undertake a mission internationally by embarking 
on an around-the-world-trip to assess medical needs.41 Funded by 
the Baptist World Alliance, the team travelled to Japan, the Philip-
pines, Burma, South Korea, India, Hong Kong, Egypt, Kenya, Iran, 
Tanganyika, Southern Rhodesia, the Belgian Congo, French Equato-
rial Africa, Nigeria and Liberia. During its journey, the group visited 
hospitals, performed operations, administered vaccines and delivered 
medical supplies, among other activities.42 

Brother’s Brother Foundation

After their trip, those involved created a committee to try to address 
the medical needs they catalogued on their journey.43 Supported by 
the Baptist World Alliance, Hingson established Brother’s Brother 
Foundation in Pittsburgh. The organisation took its name from a 
Nigerian medical student who told Hingson, ‘We don’t need a keeper; 
we need a brother’.44 The organisation’s objective was to utilise US 
medical resources in global health challenges given the overwhelm-
ing need its organisers identified in the world. It raised money from 
wealthy individuals such as Baptist Maxey Jarman and sought and 
received in-kind donations from pharmaceutical companies. The 
group also made direct appeals to donors via talks to religious and 
civic organisations in their community and across the country. 

One way to conceive of Hingson and his interdenominational 
medical colleagues is as medical missionaries. There are examples of 
Americans serving as medical missionaries as early as 1834, such as 
Peter Parker in China, but the phenomenon became more prevalent 
later.45 The 1932 ‘Hocking Report’ urged American missionaries to 
move away from their long-standing focus on conversion to prioritise 
social services such as medical care.46 Thereafter, American mission-
ary activity evolved away from the ‘Christian imperialism’ that Emily 
Conroy-Krutz and others have documented.47 

Brother’s Brother Foundation’s immunisation campaign in Costa 
Rica built upon and was facilitated by its earlier work, especially in 
Liberia and Honduras.48 The campaign in Liberia demonstrated that 
mass vaccination against smallpox was possible. In subsequent years 
as the World Health Organization (WHO) focused its attention on 
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smallpox eradication in Africa and then Asia, the Americas received 
less attention. Given that gap, Dr Donald Henderson, who worked 
for the US Communicable Disease Center and then led the WHO’s 
smallpox campaign, urged Hingson and the foundation to undertake 
immunisation efforts in the Americas like those they had pursued ear-
lier in Liberia.49 Hingson emphasised the complementary nature of 
their efforts in a letter to Johnson in January 1966.50 Hingson and his 
fellow medical professionals all held full-time positions and devoted 
themselves to intensive, international medical missions only occa-
sionally. After Liberia, the next significant Brother’s Brother Founda-
tion initiative was a joint effort in 1965 with Amigos de Honduras, a 
group of Texan doctors and volunteers affiliated with the River Oaks 
Baptist Church in Houston.51 The group benefited from financial and 
in-kind donations in its efforts to vaccinate Hondurans against dis-
eases including polio, tuberculosis, smallpox and diphtheria, among 
others. The team dispensed hundreds of thousands of shots.52

Medical intervention in Costa Rica

Brother’s Brother Foundation reached out to Latin American gov-
ernments in 1967 offering medical missions to immunise against 
polio, tuberculosis, leprosy, smallpox and measles.53 By responding 
to requests from health ministers and other government officials, 
Brother’s Brother Foundation worked to avoid ‘volunteer colonial-
ism’, when locals are not adequately involved in developing and 
implementing projects.54 Hingson reported that Brother’s Brother 
Foundation, a small and highly founder-driven NGO, was concen-
trating its work in Central America because the region was in ‘our 
own backyard’.55 

Aguilar, the health minister of Costa Rica, responded in early June 
asking for help in combating a measles epidemic in the country.56 
Health ministry officials estimated that 10,000 Costa Rican children 
had measles, and one in eleven Costa Rican children with measles 
were dying.57 In response, Hingson and Brother’s Brother Foundation 
organised a complex operation that vaccinated 846,000 Costa Ricans 
against smallpox and immunised them against measles and polio.58 
Hingson pledged that the volunteers would ‘be traveling by truck, 
jeep, plane, boat, horse, donkey, and afoot’ to reach 50,000 Costa 
Ricans a day.59 At the time, only 60 per cent of Costa Ricans regularly 
received medical attention.60 

United States government officials in San José and reporters in the 
United States tracked the effort. Before the mission commenced, US 
embassy reporting predicted 9,000 Costa Ricans under the age of 
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ten would be inoculated against measles and smallpox by Brother’s 
Brother Foundation. It also noted that the organisation planned to 
immunise as many as 1 million Costa Ricans against leprosy, polio and 
tuberculosis.61 The New York Times covered the eighty-four volun-
teers, which included members of the Hingson family, as they travelled 
to Costa Rica for a month-long campaign. Potentially minimising the 
skills and commitment of the Brother’s Brother Foundation partici-
pants, the New York Times characterised them as ‘U.S. medical vaca-
tioners’, rather than as medical practitioners or missionaries.62 Local 
reports revealed that the volunteers would ‘eat and sleep wherever 
they find themselves’.63

The team worked together with the Costa Rican public health 
department as well as the Pan American Health Organization 
(PAHO), a regional office of the WHO.64 When Brother’s Brother 
Foundation faced challenges in securing sufficient doses of the mea-
sles vaccine, the PAHO was able to provide some doses of the vac-
cine.65 The health department of New York City contributed from its 
stockpile as well.66 Brother’s Brother Foundation also turned to the 
US ambassador to Costa Rica Clarence S. Boonstra for assistance.67 
Given the scope and urgency of the epidemic, Brother’s Brother Foun-
dation ultimately bought vaccine doses beyond its available funds.68 
The Costa Rica mission left Brother’s Brother Foundation $101,000 
in debt, an amount it tried to reduce through subsequent fundraising 
activities.69 

Beyond vaccines, Brother’s Brother Foundation also needed jet 
injectors to deliver the doses. Significantly, the US Department of 
Defense lent sixteen injectors, which fit into the evolution of the role 
of the US military in those years.70 The 1959 US Mutual Security 
Act had emphasised a shift to focus on ‘socio-economic improve-
ment’.71 Civic action was the component of military assistance that 
addressed development needs, including medicine and health. This 
element made up 15.8 per cent of US military assistance to Latin 
America in 1966.72 The medical department of the US military ser-
vices participated in the delivery of medical services and therefore 
facilitated development efforts. An army report noted, ‘Civic action 
has, therefore, become a strategic concept rather than a military 
tactic.’73 Intriguingly, Hingson framed his work in terms of a ‘war’ 
against death in which the ‘enemy’ was disease. The ‘army’, his band 
of medical professionals, confronted these challenges with ‘weapons’ 
such as vaccine and ‘artillery’ like the jet injector, making explicit 
connections with more conventional battles at the time.74

The measles immunisations had dramatic effects with total mea-
sles cases and deaths decreasing significantly. In contrast to the 3,811 
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Costa Ricans who were hospitalised with measles in 1967, that num-
ber dropped to 97 in 1968.75 In a sign of the significance with which 
the Costa Rican government treated the mission, Hingson and Broth-
er’s Brother Foundation team members met with the Costa Rican 
president José Joaquín Trejos to discuss their campaign.76 Reporting 
on the endeavour, the US embassy characterised the efforts a ‘success’ 
and pointed specifically to the benefits of the jet injector method as 
easing the process.77 Boonstra wrote later to Hingson, ‘There is no 
question but that your program was indeed successful.’ The ambassa-
dor added, ‘The campaign has immeasurably strengthened the bonds 
of friendship and goodwill between Costa Rica and our country,’ sug-
gesting it enhanced American soft power in the country.78 

Conclusion

Historians of development and modernisation have shown that 
NGOs and non-state actors such as missionaries have long aided the 
US government in achieving such goals.79 Historian Amanda McVety 
has shown a recognition, dating back at least to the 1920s, that secu-
rity could be facilitated through ‘the expansion of human welfare’.80 
Dispensing vaccinations and medicine produced an immediate 
improvement in health and development as opposed to other types of 
development that might take much longer to reveal their benefits.81 A 
number of voluntary associations, including the health organisations 
Project Hope and MEDICO were founded after Hingson’s medical 
survey trip. In the view of one observer, these organisations, as well 
as the Peace Corps, were inspired by similar humanitarian impulses.82 
They also reveal non-governmental responses to the expansion of US 
power internationally.

Efforts relating to international health in the Johnson years, such 
as lending the jet injectors, were also part of a broader pursuit of 
modernisation and economic development at this time. Missionaries, 
foundations and other groups increased their modernisation efforts in 
the early years of the Cold War.83 Historian Amy Staples writes about 
the years after the Second World War as ‘the birth of development’ or 
when the idea began ‘that development was an international obliga-
tion’.84 But rather than an obligation, other scholars have argued the 
United States often saw overseas assistance, including in health, as a 
‘tool’ of its Cold War foreign policy.85 

United States’ support for Brother’s Brother Foundation in Costa 
Rica fit into attempts to internationalise Johnson’s domestic vision of a 
Great Society.86 United States’ efforts regarding disease were driven, in 
part, by a conviction that many tropical diseases were not necessarily  
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linked to their geography but rather to ‘poverty, social deprivation, 
malnutrition and insanitary conditions’.87 These factors might also 
leave a country vulnerable to communist influence, a development of 
grave concern to US Cold War era leaders. Matthew Connelly argues 
that defence officials in the Johnson administration saw national and 
social security as two elements in a ‘continuum’.88 Brother’s Brother 
Foundation’s campaign therefore should be considered in the context 
of the Cold War consensus shaping Americans’ conceptions of their 
individual and collective positions in the world. Support for discrete 
efforts to eradicate disease and therefore economic under-development 
and political instability fit into broader reconfigurations of the role of 
the United States internationally within the American Century.
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