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Biography
Born in Massachusetts but raised in Webster Groves, Missouri, Brown was encouraged 
by a retired school principal to appreciate nature in her early school years. The school 
principal provided Brown with an insect collection and taught her how to mount the 
insects properly. While this experience did not directly lead Brown to focus on science in
high school, it is likely that it helped shape her interests in her education at Mount 
Holyoke College, which was sponsored by a wealthy family friend.

Due to her lack of a strong high school science background Brown decided to major in 
history, but after taking chemistry as a sophomore, she opted to pursue a combined 
history and chemistry major. Upon graduation Brown was encouraged to pursue 
advanced studies, and once again was granted educational funding that enabled her to 
attend the University of Chicago. By 1933 Brown had earned a doctorate in organic 
chemistry with a minor in bacteriology. During her course of study, Brown worked 
intermittently as a lab assistant, preparatory school teacher, and assistant chemist at 
the New York State Department of Health in Albany. It was the latter job which led to 
Brown's interest in disease research.

Brown became interested in the functions of antibiotics and later fervently studied the 
deadly disease pneumonia, caused by fungal infections. Although the recently-
discovered drug penicillin cured many diseases, it had no effect on fungal infections. 
Besides pneumonia, many other fungal diseases caused such widespread ailments as 
moniliasis, or thrush, which makes eating excruciatingly painful.

Shortly after World War II, Brown joined Elizabeth Hazen, a microbiologist at the state 
laboratory, on a research project in mycology, the study of fungi. In the fall of 1950, 
Brown and Hazen announced at a National Academy of Sciences meeting that they had
successfully produced two antifungal agents from an antibiotic. At that time fungicides 
were used to treat fungal diseases of plants, but not yet employed to treat fungal 
diseases and infections in humans. By 1954, Brown and Hazen had developed 
Nystatin, the first fungicide safe for humans. Nystatin was immediately used nationwide,
earning $135,000 in the first year. However, the pioneering civil servants Brown and 
Hazen chose not to accept any royalties from the patent rights for Nystatin. Instead, 
they established a foundation to support advances in science.
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