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How to read this report

This report profiles twenty people whose influence has genuinely withstood the test of time, drawn from

across all of human history—from a disappointed teacher in ancient China to a plant breeder in

twentieth-century Iowa. They are spread deliberately across politics, war, science, medicine, art, and ethics,

so the list is not simply a parade of generals and kings.

The first fifteen are the famous: names most educated readers will recognize, chosen because their influence

is both enormous and durable. The final five are the obscure-but-pivotal: people whose impact on your

daily life may exceed that of anyone in the first group, yet whose names almost no one knows. Between

them they arguably account for billions of lives saved and the entire framework of modern science and

public health.

For each person you’ll find an original profile—who they were and what made them matter—followed by a

highlighted box naming the definitive biography: a real, well-regarded published book, with a note on why

it stands above the rest. Every title has been verified against current editions. Where a single book can’t do

the job, a companion volume is suggested.
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PART I

The Famous

Fifteen names the world has chosen to remember
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NO. 01  ·  PHILOSOPHY & ETHICS

Confucius
551 – 479 BCE · China

No single person has shaped the moral imagination of more human beings than the wandering

teacher the West calls Confucius and the Chinese call Kongzi, “Master Kong.” Born into the minor

nobility of the small state of Lu during an age of political collapse, he spent much of his life as an

itinerant adviser, largely ignored by the rulers he hoped to reform. He held no great office, wrote no

system of philosophy, and died believing he had failed.

What he left instead was a way of being in the world, recorded by disciples in the terse sayings of the

Analects. His teaching placed the cultivation of character, ren (humaneness), at the center of the good life,

and insisted that a society is held together not by force but by ritual, reciprocity, and the example of those

who govern. “Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire,” he said—the Golden Rule in its

earliest recorded negative form.

For two and a half millennia Confucian thought structured Chinese government, education, and family life,

and it remains the deep grammar of East Asian culture from Korea to Vietnam. To understand the values of

roughly a fifth of humanity, one begins with this disappointed teacher who never knew the scale of his

eventual influence.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

The Authentic Confucius: A Life of Thought and Politics
Annping Chin · 2007

Why it endures. Chin, a Yale historian of Chinese thought, works only from the most reliable early texts to

separate the real man from centuries of legend. The result is a lucid, agenda-free portrait that restores

Confucius to his political world without dressing him up as a saint—the best modern starting point in English.
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NO. 02  ·  POLITICS & WAR

Julius Caesar
100 – 44 BCE · Rome

Gaius Julius Caesar turned the Roman Republic into something it could never undo. A patrician of

modest fortune and boundless ambition, he climbed the ladder of Roman politics through debt, charm,

and audacity, then conquered Gaul in a campaign that killed or enslaved millions and made him the

richest and most dangerous man in Rome.

When the Senate ordered him to disband his army, he crossed the Rubicon with a single legion and plunged

the Republic into civil war—a phrase that still means a point of no return. Victorious, he ruled as dictator,

reformed the calendar we essentially still use, and was stabbed to death by senators on the Ides of March

who hoped to save the Republic. They instead guaranteed its end: within a generation his heir Augustus

founded the empire that would carry Caesar’s very name forward as a title, surviving in “kaiser” and “tsar.”

Caesar fascinates because he was at once a literary stylist, a military genius, a populist reformer, and a

tyrant—the original template for the strongman who claims to rescue a republic he is dismantling.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Caesar: Life of a Colossus
Adrian Goldsworthy · 2006

Why it endures. A military historian by training, Goldsworthy grounds the myth in the realities of Roman

politics and warfare, narrating Caesar’s rise with novelistic momentum and scholarly control. It is the most

complete and readable single-volume life, balanced between the battlefield and the Forum.
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NO. 03  ·  POLITICS & STATECRAFT

Cleopatra VII
69 – 30 BCE · Ptolemaic Egypt

Cleopatra has been buried under two thousand years of someone else’s storytelling—mostly Roman

propaganda and male fantasy. The real woman was the last pharaoh of Egypt, a Macedonian Greek

who spoke perhaps nine languages, commanded a navy, managed the wealthiest kingdom in the

Mediterranean, and was reportedly the only Ptolemy in three centuries to bother learning Egyptian.

She allied with Julius Caesar and then Mark Antony not as a seductress but as a head of state playing a

desperate game against the rising power of Rome, using marriage and alliance the way her male rivals used

legions. For a time she nearly redirected the future of the ancient world. When Antony’s cause collapsed at

Actium, she chose suicide over being paraded through Rome in chains.

Her afterlife—in Plutarch, Shakespeare, and Hollywood—reveals more about each era’s anxieties about

powerful women than about Cleopatra herself, which is precisely why recovering the historical queen

matters.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Cleopatra: A Life
Stacy Schiff · 2010

Why it endures. Schiff, a Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer, reads against the hostile ancient sources to

reconstruct a shrewd, capable ruler. Witty and rigorous, the book strips away the myth-making and gives

Cleopatra back her intelligence and agency—the definitive popular life.
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NO. 04  ·  EMPIRE & CONQUEST

Genghis Khan
c. 1162 – 1227 · Mongolia

Born Temüjin, an outcast boy on the Mongolian steppe who survived captivity and near-starvation, he

united the warring nomadic tribes and forged the largest contiguous land empire in

history—stretching, at its height, from Korea to Hungary. The conquests were staggeringly violent;

whole cities were erased. Yet to reduce him to a destroyer is to miss why historians keep returning to

him.

Genghis Khan ran a meritocracy in an age of bloodlines, promoting commanders on ability rather than birth.

He established a written Mongol script, guaranteed religious freedom across his domains, abolished torture

as policy in places, protected diplomats and merchants, and stitched together a Eurasian trade and

communication network—the Pax Mongolica—along which goods, technologies, and ideas (paper, printing,

gunpowder, the compass) flowed west and reshaped the world.

More than the borders he drew, it is this circulation of knowledge—and the genetic and cultural fingerprint

he left across a continent—that makes the case for him as a maker of the modern world.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Genghis Khan and the Making of the Modern World
Jack Weatherford · 2004

Why it endures. Drawing on the long-suppressed Secret History of the Mongols and years of fieldwork in

Mongolia, anthropologist Weatherford overturns the cartoon villain and argues for Genghis Khan as an

unlikely modernizer. Vivid, revisionist, and hugely influential in reshaping the popular view.
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NO. 05  ·  ART & SCIENCE

Leonardo da Vinci
1452 – 1519 · Renaissance Italy

The illegitimate son of a Tuscan notary, denied a formal Latin education, Leonardo turned his

outsider’s status into a method: he trusted observation over authority. He is the rare figure whose

name has become shorthand for genius itself, and the reputation is earned twice over—as the painter

of the Mona Lisa and The Last Supper, and as a scientist and engineer who anatomized the human

body, sketched flying machines, and grasped principles of geology, optics, and hydraulics centuries

early.

What unites the painter and the investigator is relentless curiosity. His notebooks—thousands of

mirror-written pages—record a mind that wanted to know how a bird’s wing works, why the sky is blue,

how a heart valve closes. He finished little and published nothing scientific in his lifetime, so much of his

anatomical and mechanical insight died with him and had to be rediscovered.

Leonardo endures as the supreme emblem of the union of art and science—proof that the same act of careful

seeing underlies a great portrait and a true theory of nature.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Leonardo da Vinci
Walter Isaacson · 2017

Why it endures. Isaacson builds the biography directly from Leonardo’s 7,200 surviving notebook pages,

treating the man’s curiosity as the through-line of his life and work. Richly illustrated and accessible, it

connects the science to the art and makes the case that genius is, above all, a habit of paying attention.
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NO. 06  ·  SCIENCE & MATHEMATICS

Isaac Newton
1643 – 1727 · England

Isaac Newton did more than anyone to make the modern idea of a law-governed universe thinkable. A

solitary, secretive, and famously prickly man, he worked out the laws of motion and universal

gravitation, invented calculus (in parallel with Leibniz), and demonstrated that white light is a

mixture of colors—any one of which would have secured his fame. The Principia Mathematica of

1687 showed that the same force pulling an apple to the ground holds the moon in its orbit, binding

heaven and earth under a single mathematics.

He was no cool rationalist. Newton poured decades into alchemy and biblical chronology, and his physics

grew partly out of a conviction that he was decoding the mind of God. The contradiction is the point: the

Scientific Revolution was made by a man with one foot in the medieval world.

For more than two centuries his framework simply was physics. Even after Einstein, Newtonian mechanics

remains the engineering bedrock on which bridges stand and spacecraft fly.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Never at Rest: A Biography of Isaac Newton
Richard S. Westfall · 1980

Why it endures. The product of twenty years of work, Westfall’s 900-page life is the unchallenged scholarly

standard—the first biography built on the full manuscript record, including the alchemy and theology.

Demanding but definitive; for a shorter entry point, James Gleick’s Isaac Newton (2003) is superb.
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NO. 07  ·  WAR & STATECRAFT

Napoleon Bonaparte
1769 – 1821 · France

A minor Corsican noble who spoke French with an accent and rose on the chaos of the Revolution,

Napoleon Bonaparte made himself master of France and, briefly, of Europe. He was the greatest field

commander of his age, fighting some sixty battles and losing only a handful, and his campaigns are

still studied in war colleges. But the conqueror is only half the story.

As First Consul and Emperor he rebuilt the French state: the Napoleonic Code, which rationalized civil law

around equality before the law and secure property, still underlies the legal systems of dozens of countries.

He centralized administration, founded lycées and the Bank of France, and carried the Revolution’s

principles—and its contradictions—across the continent on bayonets. His invasion of Russia in 1812

destroyed his army and, eventually, his empire, ending in exile on a speck of rock in the South Atlantic.

He remains the archetype of the self-made strongman whose reforms outlasted his wars—admired and

condemned, often in the same breath.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Napoleon: A Life
Andrew Roberts · 2014

Why it endures. Roberts drew on Napoleon’s 33,000 surviving letters and visited dozens of his battlefields.

The result is a sweeping, sympathetic but clear-eyed single-volume life that takes the statesman as seriously as

the soldier—the modern standard biography in English.
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NO. 08  ·  SCIENCE

Charles Darwin
1809 – 1882 · England

Charles Darwin changed humanity’s understanding of its own place in nature more profoundly than

any thinker since Copernicus. A comfortable, cautious gentleman-naturalist, he spent five years

circling the globe aboard HMS Beagle, then spent more than twenty years quietly amassing evidence

before he dared publish, knowing the storm it would bring.

On the Origin of Species (1859) proposed that all living things descend, with modification, from common

ancestors, and that the engine of this branching is natural selection: heritable variation winnowed by the

struggle to survive and reproduce. The idea needed no designer to explain the appearance of design, and it

reorganized biology into a single connected science. Everything from medicine to ecology to genetics now

rests on it.

Darwin was a meticulous, almost obsessive observer—of barnacles, earthworms, orchids, pigeons—and a

gentle, anxious man tormented by the implications of his own theory. That tension between the modest

naturalist and the world-shaking idea is the heart of his story.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Charles Darwin: Voyaging and The Power of Place (2 vols.)
Janet Browne · 1995 / 2002

Why it endures. Browne’s two-volume life is, by near-universal agreement, the biography against which all

others are judged. It places the science inside the full texture of Darwin’s domestic life, networks, and

Victorian world, written with grace and unmatched command of the sources.
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NO. 09  ·  POLITICS & LEADERSHIP

Abraham Lincoln
1809 – 1865 · United States

Born in a one-room Kentucky cabin with roughly a year of formal schooling, Abraham Lincoln

became the president who held the United States together and ended American slavery. Largely

self-taught—he read law by firelight—he possessed a prose style of biblical economy and a political

mind of extraordinary patience and cunning.

Elected in 1860, he watched the nation fracture and then led it through four years of the bloodiest war in its

history. The Emancipation Proclamation turned the war into a struggle for freedom; the Gettysburg Address,

two minutes long, redefined the country around the proposition that all men are created equal. He pushed the

Thirteenth Amendment through Congress to abolish slavery permanently, and was assassinated days after

the Confederacy’s surrender, before he could shape the peace.

Lincoln endures as the central figure of the American experiment—proof, and also test, of whether a

government “of the people, by the people, for the people” can survive its own contradictions.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Lincoln
David Herbert Donald · 1995

Why it endures. Donald, a two-time Pulitzer winner, wrote the finest single-volume life: a strictly

evidence-based account that follows Lincoln’s own knowledge at each moment, capturing his growth and his

limits. For the cabinet drama, pair it with Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Team of Rivals (2005).
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NO. 10  ·  SCIENCE

Marie Curie
1867 – 1934 · Poland / France

Maria Sk■odowska left Russian-occupied Poland, where universities were closed to women, to study

in Paris on almost no money, sometimes fainting from hunger over her books. As Marie Curie she

discovered the elements polonium and radium, coined the word “radioactivity,” and showed that it

was a property of atoms themselves—cracking open the interior of matter.

She remains the only person to win Nobel Prizes in two different sciences (Physics in 1903, Chemistry in

1911), and she did it while facing relentless sexism and xenophobia from the French establishment. During

the First World War she equipped and drove mobile X-ray units to the front, personally bringing radiography

to wounded soldiers. The radiation that made her famous eventually killed her; her notebooks are still too

radioactive to handle safely.

Curie opened the door to nuclear physics and to cancer radiotherapy, and stands as the founding icon of

women in science—not as a symbol but as a working experimentalist of the first rank.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Marie Curie: A Life
Susan Quinn · 1995

Why it endures. Quinn was the first biographer to use Curie’s private papers and Polish-language sources,

producing a fully human portrait—ambition, grief, scandal, and genius alike. For the intimate family view, Eve

Curie’s Madame Curie (1937), written by her daughter, remains a classic.
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NO. 11  ·  POLITICS & ETHICS

Mohandas K. Gandhi
1869 – 1948 · India

A shy, unremarkable lawyer who failed in his first practice, Mohandas Gandhi found himself in South

Africa and there began developing the weapon that would define his life: satyagraha, the disciplined,

non-violent resistance to injustice. Returning to India, he transformed the independence movement

from an elite debating society into a mass struggle of hundreds of millions.

Through the Salt March, hunger strikes, and the deliberate courting of arrest, he made the moral cost of

empire impossible to ignore, and helped end British rule over a fifth of humanity without raising an army. He

insisted on the unity of means and ends—that a just society cannot be built by unjust methods—and lived

with radical simplicity, spinning his own cloth and reducing his needs to almost nothing.

He was not a saint and did not claim to be; his views on caste, sex, and his own family invite hard criticism.

Yet his method directly inspired the American civil rights movement, the anti-apartheid struggle, and

democratic uprisings worldwide. He was killed by a Hindu extremist for preaching reconciliation between

Hindus and Muslims.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Gandhi Before India & Gandhi: The Years That Changed the World
Ramachandra Guha · 2013 / 2018

Why it endures. Guha, India’s leading historian, wrote the definitive modern two-volume life, built on

archives across four continents. It neither worships nor debunks, situating Gandhi fully in his times. Gandhi’s

own Story of My Experiments with Truth (1929) remains essential first-hand reading.
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NO. 12  ·  POLITICS & LEADERSHIP

Winston Churchill
1874 – 1965 · United Kingdom

By 1940 Winston Churchill’s career looked like a long record of brilliant failure: a soldier, journalist,

and politician who had switched parties twice, presided over the Gallipoli disaster, and spent the

1930s in the wilderness warning about Hitler to an audience that did not want to hear it. Then the

catastrophe he had predicted arrived, and the very stubbornness that had isolated him became exactly

what Britain needed.

As wartime prime minister he refused to negotiate with Nazi Germany when much of the political

establishment wanted terms, and through his speeches gave a frightened nation the language of its own

resistance. His leadership during the year Britain stood essentially alone was, by wide agreement,

indispensable to the survival of European democracy.

He was also a Victorian imperialist whose views on India and race are rightly condemned, and whose record

contains genuine cruelties. The honest reckoning holds both truths: a deeply flawed man who, at the hinge of

the twentieth century, was the right person in the right place.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Churchill: Walking with Destiny
Andrew Roberts · 2018

Why it endures. Drawing on newly released royal diaries and previously unseen papers, Roberts produced the

most comprehensive and balanced single-volume life—admiring of 1940 but unsparing about the failures and

prejudices. The current standard against which earlier biographies are measured.
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NO. 13  ·  SCIENCE

Albert Einstein
1879 – 1955 · Germany / United States

In 1905, an unknown patent clerk in Bern published four papers that remade physics: one explained

the photoelectric effect (and helped found quantum theory), another proved the reality of atoms, and

another introduced special relativity, with its almost unbelievable consequence that energy and mass

are the same thing, E = mc². A decade later his general theory of relativity reimagined gravity itself

as the curving of space and time.

Einstein’s ideas have been confirmed again and again—by bending starlight, by the GPS satellites that

correct for relativistic time, by the detection of gravitational waves a century after he predicted them. He

achieved something almost no scientist manages: he became a global symbol of human intellect, his face and

wild hair instantly legible everywhere.

He was also a committed pacifist, a refugee from Nazi Germany, and a moral voice who warned about

nuclear weapons whose possibility his own equation had revealed. The combination of revolutionary physics

and public conscience is why he, more than any modern scientist, has withstood the test of time.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Einstein: His Life and Universe
Walter Isaacson · 2007

Why it endures. Written after the release of Einstein’s personal letters, Isaacson’s biography explains the

physics clearly while drawing a full human portrait—rebel, husband, refugee, sage. The best

general-readership life of the twentieth century’s most famous mind.
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NO. 14  ·  POLITICS & RECONCILIATION

Nelson Mandela
1918 – 2013 · South Africa

Nelson Mandela spent twenty-seven years in prison—eighteen of them breaking rocks on Robben

Island—for leading the armed wing of the struggle against apartheid, the South African system of

legalized racial domination. He entered prison an angry young revolutionary and emerged an elder

statesman whose greatest act was refusing the revenge his people had every reason to take.

Released in 1990, he negotiated with the regime that had jailed him and steered a country widely expected to

collapse into race war toward a peaceful, democratic transition. In 1994 he was elected its first Black

president in the nation’s first fully free vote, and then—crucially—served a single term and stepped down, a

rarity among liberation heroes. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission he supported chose

acknowledgment over retribution.

Mandela’s enduring power lies in that discipline of forgiveness wielded as political strategy: proof that

moral authority can be a form of statecraft, and that even the deepest injustice can sometimes be answered

without perpetuating it.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Long Walk to Freedom
Nelson Mandela · 1994

Why it endures. Mandela’s own autobiography, drafted secretly in prison, is the indispensable

account—intimate, restrained, and revealing of the discipline behind the icon. For an independent scholarly

view, Anthony Sampson’s authorized Mandela (1999) is the standard biography.
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NO. 15  ·  CIVIL RIGHTS

Martin Luther King Jr.
1929 – 1968 · United States

A Baptist minister still in his twenties when the Montgomery bus boycott thrust him forward, Martin

Luther King Jr. became the moral voice of the American civil rights movement and one of the great

orators in the English language. He fused the non-violent method of Gandhi with the cadences of the

Black church and the promises of the American founding, and turned them on the machinery of

segregation.

Through the Birmingham campaign, the March on Washington and its “I Have a Dream” speech, and the

Selma marches, he helped force the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965—the

dismantling of legal apartheid in the United States. He won the Nobel Peace Prize at thirty-five, the youngest

laureate at the time. In his last years he widened his fight to poverty and the Vietnam War, losing some allies

as he did.

Assassinated in Memphis at thirty-nine, he left a body of writing and speech—especially the “Letter from

Birmingham Jail”—that remains a living argument about justice, conscience, and the duty to disobey unjust

laws.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Bearing the Cross
David J. Garrow · 1986

Why it endures. Garrow’s Pulitzer Prize–winning biography, built on hundreds of interviews and thousands

of FBI files, is the most intimate and rigorous account of King as a man under unbearable pressure. For the

sweeping movement history, Taylor Branch’s America in the King Years trilogy is the monumental

companion.
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PART II

The Obscure but Pivotal

Five who shaped your life without your knowing their names
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NO. 16  ·  MEDICINE & EPIDEMIOLOGY

John Snow
1813 – 1858 · England

Most people have never heard of John Snow, yet the science that tracks every epidemic—including the

most recent pandemic—effectively begins with him. A self-made physician and pioneering

anesthesiologist (he gave Queen Victoria chloroform in childbirth), Snow rejected the reigning theory

that cholera spread through foul air, or “miasma.”

During a savage 1854 outbreak in London’s Soho, he did something radical: he gathered data. He mapped

the deaths house by house and found them clustered around a single public water pump on Broad Street. By

persuading authorities to remove the pump’s handle, he helped end the outbreak and produced one of the

most famous demonstrations in the history of public health—evidence that cholera traveled through

contaminated water, years before the germ that causes it was even seen.

Snow died at forty-five, his water theory still disputed. But his method—reasoning from carefully collected

population data to the cause of disease—founded modern epidemiology and has since saved more lives than

almost any battlefield victory.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

The Ghost Map
Steven Johnson · 2006

Why it endures. Johnson turns the 1854 Broad Street outbreak into a gripping detective story, following Snow

and the local curate Henry Whitehead as they crack the case. It doubles as a meditation on cities, data, and

disease—the most engaging way to meet the founder of epidemiology.
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NO. 17  ·  CHEMISTRY

Fritz Haber
1868 – 1934 · Germany

Fritz Haber may be the most morally divided figure in the history of science—and one of the most

consequential people almost no one can name. Around 1909 he solved a problem that had defeated

chemistry for a century: how to pull nitrogen from the air and fix it into ammonia, the basis of

synthetic fertilizer. Scaled up industrially with Carl Bosch, the Haber–Bosch process broke the

natural limit on how much food the earth could grow.

The arithmetic is staggering. Roughly half the nitrogen in your body today passed through that process; an

estimated three to four billion people are alive who could not be fed without it. No single chemical advance

has supported more human life.

Yet the same patriot also fathered modern chemical warfare, personally directing the first large-scale

poison-gas attack at Ypres in 1915; his institute’s later work led to Zyklon B. A Jewish convert to

Christianity, he was driven from Germany by the Nazis he had served and died in exile, broken. Haber is the

ultimate parable of science’s double edge—the man who fed billions and gassed thousands.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Master Mind: The Rise and Fall of Fritz Haber
Daniel Charles · 2005

Why it endures. Former NPR science correspondent Daniel Charles tells the full Faustian story with clarity

and moral seriousness, never letting either the achievement or the horror cancel the other. The definitive

accessible biography of a man history has tried hard to forget.
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NO. 18  ·  MEDICINE

Henrietta Lacks
1920 – 1951 · United States

Henrietta Lacks was a Black tobacco farmer and mother of five in Virginia who died of cervical

cancer at thirty-one. Without her knowledge or consent, doctors at Johns Hopkins took a sample of

her tumor—and discovered that her cells, unlike any before, would grow and divide indefinitely in the

lab. Named “HeLa,” they became the first immortal human cell line.

HeLa cells went on to underpin a staggering share of modern medicine: the polio vaccine was tested on

them, and they have figured in research on cancer, AIDS, gene mapping, in-vitro fertilization, and the

COVID-19 vaccines. They have been grown by the ton and flown into space. For decades her family knew

nothing of this, received nothing, and could not afford the health care her cells helped make possible—while

companies profited.

Her story has become the central case study in the ethics of consent, race, and the human cost behind

scientific progress. The woman behind the world’s most-used cells was, for half a century, almost

completely erased from the record.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks
Rebecca Skloot · 2010

Why it endures. Skloot spent a decade earning the trust of the Lacks family to braid three stories

together—the science, the woman, and her descendants’ reckoning with it. A landmark of narrative nonfiction

that restored Henrietta Lacks’s name and reframed the ethics of medical research.
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NO. 19  ·  MICROBIOLOGY & VACCINES

Maurice Hilleman
1919 – 2005 · United States

If lives saved were the measure of fame, Maurice Hilleman would be a household name. A blunt,

hard-driving Montana farm boy who nearly didn’t go to college, he became the most productive

vaccine scientist who ever lived, developing more than forty vaccines—including those for measles,

mumps, rubella, hepatitis A and B, chickenpox, meningitis, and pneumonia.

Eight of the fourteen vaccines routinely recommended for children today came from his lab. When his own

daughter woke up with mumps in 1963, he swabbed her throat, cultured the virus, and turned it into the

vaccine still used; that strain is named “Jeryl Lynn” after her. During the 1957 flu pandemic he recognized

the threat early and pushed industry to produce forty million doses, blunting the outbreak in the United

States.

By one estimate his vaccines save around eight million lives a year. He worked in deliberate obscurity,

indifferent to credit, which is precisely why so few people know the name of the man who may have

prevented more deaths than anyone in history.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

Vaccinated: One Man’s Quest to Defeat the World’s Deadliest Diseases
Paul A. Offit · 2007

Why it endures. Offit, himself a vaccine inventor, interviewed Hilleman extensively in his final months. The

book is both a biography of an irascible genius and a clear-eyed history of how vaccines are made—an overdue

tribute to a man who chose impact over recognition.
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NO. 20  ·  AGRICULTURE

Norman Borlaug
1914 – 2009 · United States

Norman Borlaug is frequently called the man who saved more human lives than anyone who has ever

lived—and most people have never heard of him. An Iowa farm boy and plant pathologist, he spent

the 1940s and 50s in Mexico crossbreeding thousands of wheat varieties to create high-yielding,

disease-resistant, short-stalked strains that could carry heavy heads of grain without toppling.

When famine threatened India and Pakistan in the 1960s, his wheat—paired with modern methods—roughly

doubled harvests within years and turned looming mass starvation into self-sufficiency. This was the Green

Revolution, and it spread across Asia and Latin America. Estimates of the lives it saved from starvation run

to a billion or more.

He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 and spent his remaining decades fighting hunger in Africa and

defending agricultural science against critics, while acknowledging the environmental trade-offs of intensive

farming. Borlaug is the quiet patron saint of the idea that applied science, done patiently in the field, can

change the fate of nations.

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY

The Man Who Fed the World
Leon Hesser · 2006

Why it endures. Hesser, an agricultural economist who worked alongside Borlaug in Pakistan, wrote the

authorized biography with first-hand knowledge of the work. Award-winning and warmly written, it is the

fullest popular account of a life whose scale is hard to overstate.
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A closing note

Any list like this is an argument, not a verdict. Reasonable people would swap in Aristotle or the Buddha,

Shakespeare or Beethoven, Newton’s rival Leibniz, Rosalind Franklin or Alan Turing. The aim here was not

to crown a definitive twenty but to show a pattern: that influence comes in two very different forms.

The first kind is loud and visible—the conquerors, founders, and revolutionaries whose names anchor our

history books. The second kind is quiet and structural—the people who changed the conditions of life itself:

what we can grow, which diseases we survive, how we reason about cause and effect. The second group is

consistently underweighted by memory, because their monuments are invisible. There is no battlefield where

the Haber–Bosch process happened, no famous portrait of Maurice Hilleman.

If there is a single thread running through all twenty lives, it is that durable influence almost never looks

impressive at the time. A jailed activist, a clerk in a patent office, a teacher no ruler would hire, a farm boy

counting wheat stalks—the test of time tends to reward not those who seized their moment loudly, but those

who saw something true and held onto it long enough for the world to catch up.

All twenty biographies named in this report are real, in-print or widely available titles, verified against current publisher and library
listings. Years given are first-edition publication dates.


