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Chairman’s note  

Those who knew him, knew him as Wally Vella, and need no introduction. Those who did not know 

him, but who are encouraged now to delve into his many publications, have a treat in store. As 

Assistant Professor of Army Pathology at Millbank from 1968 - 1976 (and therefore a direct 

successor of William Leishman and David Bruce), and as Honorary Assistant Editor of the Journal of 

the Royal Army Medical Corps from 1970 until he retired in 1985, Wally Vella was a prolific, gifted 

and entertaining writer, contributing many articles to the Corps Journal, including on the cholera 

pandemic of 1971-72, an excellent biography of Bruce and several articles on brucellosis.  

His lifelong interest in brucellosis stemmed from its previous appellation Malta Fever, his own 

Maltese origin, and his daughter contracting it on holiday there in 1969 (thereby becoming the 

subject of his paper ‘Holiday Brucellosis’ which emphasised that doctors should always ask about 

travel history – even more relevant in 2020). He brought new insights to its history, aptly nicknaming 

it ‘the Corps Disease’ to highlight its relationship with the British Army Medical Service. He was 

similarly prolific after retiring to Malta, contributing greatly to the local academic and cultural scene.  

His magnum opus, Exotic New Disease - Review of the Emergent African Viral Haemorrhagic Fevers, 

published in 1985 by the Army Medical Department shortly before he retired, covered all that was 

then known about the newly emerging threats of Lassa Fever, Marburg Virus Disease and Ebola 

(the latter only discovered in 1976).1 This book highlighted the potential threat these viruses 

presented to mankind and was indeed prescient, foreshadowing the Ebola crisis of 2014 – 2015,  

and the critical role played therein by the UK’s Defence Medical Services,2 by some thirty years. 

 

   

Colonel Wally Vella, at work in the lab at BMH Tidworth in earlier days, and his medals 

                                                           
1
 The preface to this book has also been published separately, see: Vella EE. What You Have Not Had The Time To Find Out 

But What You Ought To Know About The Viral Haemorrhagic Fevers J R Army Med Corps. 1982; 128:163-172 
https://militaryhealth.bmj.com/content/jramc/128/3/163.full.pdf 

 
2
 Bricknell M, Hodgetts T, Beaton K, et al. Operation GRITROCK: the Defence Medical Services’ story and emerging lessons 

from supporting the UK response to the Ebola crisis J R Army Med Corps 2016;162:169–175. 
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Biographical notes 

The following is from the obituary by his son in the Royal Army Medical Corps Magazine.3  

Wally Vella, who has died aged 85, was Reader in Army Pathology at the Royal Army Medical College 

in Millbank and wrote more than fifty articles on a wide range of medical topics. As a medical 

student at the University of Malta, during the Second World War, he manned an anti-aircraft gun 

together with fellow medical students whilst they were not attending lectures. He had never had the 

opportunity to travel outside the small island of Malta until he joined the Royal Army Medical Corps 

at the age of 26 and then, despite his eagerness to live and work in the UK, he was posted to the 

Middle East. It was not until 1951 that he first had the experience of living in a temperate climate 

and he took some time to grasp the notion that the apparently spontaneous burgeoning of weeds 

and grass in a garden was not a matter for admiration but rather a call to action; when gently 

advised that his lawn needed mowing, he responded by using the lawnmower to carve out the word 

‘MALTA’ in the lawn.  

Ethelwald Emilius Vella was born in Malta on 9 January 1921. His home was in Senglea, one of the 

fortified cities surrounding the Grand Harbour ... He was educated at the Lyceum and the Royal 

University of Malta where he gained a PhC (1943) BSc (1944) and MD (1946). He worked as a doctor 

in Malta for one year, and then joined the Royal Army Medical Corps in 1947. After a General Duties 

Medical Officer appointment in Famagusta, Cyprus (February – June 1948) with 1st Battalion, The 

South Wales Borderers, he became a trainee pathologist in, successively, the military hospitals in 

Cyprus, Athens and Malta. Whilst in Cyprus, his duties included providing medical care in a camp 

which acted as a staging post for Jews on their way to Palestine.  

He was appointed to a Permanent Commission in 1951 and obtained further pathology experience in 

Western Command Laboratory in the UK and the Central Pathology Laboratory in Germany, 

obtaining the Diploma in Clinical Pathology and the Diploma in Tropical Medicine and Hygiene in 

1954, before being appointed Senior Pathologist in the military hospital in Accra, Ghana. During his 

three years in Africa, from 1955 to 1958, Vella published articles on a variety of topics ranging from 

salmonellosis in lizards to cold agglutinins in West African soldiers. In 1958, he returned to the UK 

and, over the next six years, held appointments as a pathologist in the Royal Herbert Hospital, the 

David Bruce Laboratories [in East Everleigh] and BMH Tidworth, before being posted to Germany for 

three years where he served in the Central Pathology Laboratory and BMH Iserlohn. During the 

1960s, Vella published several articles on vaccines, particularly cholera and typhoid vaccines.  

From 1968 to 1976, he was Assistant Professor of Pathology at the Royal Army Medical College in 

Millbank during which time his main interests were brucellosis and rabies, the former perhaps 

sparked by his youngest daughter contracting brucellosis whilst on holiday in Malta. Two years at the 

Microbiological Research Establishment in Porton Down followed, after which he returned to 

Millbank for his final posting as Reader in Army Pathology. During this period, he developed an 

interest in viruses, particularly exotic viruses (Lassa, Marburg, Ebola…) on which he wrote a book.  

Vella was a Founder Member of the Royal College of Pathologists (1964). In 1973, the RAMC 

awarded him the Parkes Memorial Prize and, in 1979, the Consultants’ Prize. The former is awarded 

                                                           
3
 Obituaries – Colonel Ethelwald Emilius Vella. RAMC – The Royal Army Medical Corps Magazine 2006; 6(2):85-86. 
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to the officer who has done most by professional work of outstanding merit to promote the study of 

military preventive medicine. After his retirement in 1986, Vella returned to his native Malta where 

he and his wife lived in the village of Manikata in a house situated on a ridge with exquisite views 

across a fertile valley towards the sea. During his retirement, always ready to learn something new, 

he embraced e-mail and the internet with enthusiasm. He started to write letters to Maltese 

newspapers so prolifically that a thread on an internet message board with his name as the subject 

title appeared and much discussion about his contributions to the correspondence columns ensued.  

Wally Vella was an unassuming, kind and gentle man, and a devout Roman Catholic. He was 

bemused to discover, when he was in his eighties and saw his baptismal certificate for the first time, 

that he had actually been baptised Ethelwald Dante Virgilio, a fact to which he had previously been 

oblivious. As his health slowly deteriorated in his later years, his quality of life was largely preserved 

as a result of the excellent standard of medical care he received in Malta. Ultimately, his death from 

ischaemic heart disease came suddenly and unexpectedly whilst he was parking his car in a hospital 

car park. Wally Vella died on 28 June [2006]. He is survived by his wife, Beatrice, whom he married in 

1948 and to whom he was devoted, by his son and three daughters, and by his older brother, Oscar, 

who is a Carmelite missionary priest in Bolivia.  

The last word 

The last word and recommendation, in this commemoration of a College Personality, should really 

go to someone who knew him professionally at Millbank, and would later become Surgeon General 

(2000 – 2002) as Lieutenant General RC Menzies. RC Menzies kindly wrote a book review of Wally 

Vella’s newly published magnum opus for the Corps Journal. 4 

Exotic New Disease - Review of the Emergent African Viral Haemorrhagic Fevers. Ethelwald E Vella. 

Directorate of Supply (Army) Technical Equipment Divisions, Forms & Publications Branch, 1985  

As the title indicates, this book is concerned with the quite recently described viral haemorrhagic 

diseases found in, and exported from Africa. The principal diseases covered are Lassa Fever, Marburg 

Virus Disease, and Ebola Fever, although shorter accounts of related diseases are also included. The 

quality of the content is extremely high, and the inimitable style of the author shines through every 

page greatly enhancing the book's readability. Where else in the literature of virology would 

quotations from Thucydides and Ecclesiastes mingle with medicine? The inclusion of extensive 

bibliographies makes this more than a well written review; it is indeed a starting point for anyone 

who wishes to research any aspect of this subject. 

I have already mentioned that the style of writing makes the book extremely readable, and I 

particularly enjoyed the introductory narrative accounts of the early identification of the diseases. 

There is much in this book which will be of interest to pathologists, clinicians, and scientists and it 

should certainly be made available to all military hospitals, tropical diseases hospitals and 

practitioners who care for those who regularly undertake international travel or come from the 

African continent … 

RC Menzies 
                                                           
4
 Book Review. Vella EE. Exotic New Disease – Review of the Emergent African Viral Haemorrhagic Fevers   

J R Army Med Corps 1986; 132 (1):57 
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Brucellosis and the Royal Army Medical Corps  

 Poster originally produced as a sketch map by Wally Vella for an exhibition by the Association of 

Clinical Pathologists in 1972 (original preserved in the RAMC Muniments Collection, Wellcome 

Library). Eventually published as ‘Brucellosis (The Corps Disease)’ in the Journal of the Royal Army 

Medical Corps, 1983 

 

Epitaph to a Maltese doctor in the Royal Army Medical Corps 

 “There can be little doubt that it is in the investigation of disease with a view to its 

prevention that our foremost duty lies.” 

Sir David Bruce, ‘Malta Fever’ editorial, April 1904, Journal of the RAMC 

 

This would have been a fitting epitaph 

 

In memory of Colonel Ethelwald Emilius Vella L/RAMC 
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 His book is referenced elsewhere. Some of Colonel Vella’s sixty papers and research materials, including on 
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