Transfer Factor Exerts Nonspecific Effects?

To THE EDITOR:

The results of transfer factor (TF) ther-
apy in 16 leprosy patients by different in-
vestigators have been summarized in an ed-
itorial by Hastings (*). Out of these 16
patients, only 4 cases receiving a very large
dose of TF showed enhanced rates of bac-
terial clearance. In the same article, the au-
thor had said “‘unquestionably TF exerts
nonspecific effects but a number of obser-
vations strongly suggest that the material
also has antigen specific effects.™

Recently, Epstein and Byers in a paper
entitled “"Transfer of contact sensitivity to
beryllium using dialyzable leukocyte ex-
tracts (transfer factor)” have shown that
subjects who had been subclinically primed
and received transfer factor, showed tran-
sient patch test reactivity to the challenge
of beryllium (*). On the other hand, subjects
who received transfer factor, but were not
primed, showed no such conversion. Thus
their experiment showed that antecedent
subclinical immunity is required before
transfer factor can effect a conversion of
cellular immunity. However, the authors
mentioned that is was not known if an an-
tigen-specific transfer factor was absolutely
required for the transfer of beryllium sen-
sitivity.

For the last several years we have been
engaged in the potentiation of cell-mediated
immunity of lepromatous leprosy patients by
several immunologic reagents (>%7). We have
treated 4 lepromatous patients with intra-
venous infusions of crude undialyzed (sic.)
TF obtained from healthy but lepromin and

tuberculin positive donors. These donors
were never exposed to DNCB and were
unresponsive to the challenge of 50 ug of
the hapten. Before receiving TF, the pa-
tients were sensitized with 2,000 ug DNCB
and were subsequently challenged with 50
and 100 ug of the hapten. It was found that
only one out of the four patiecnts was un-
responsive to this challenge before immu-
notherapy. However, this patient showed
DNCB conversion after TF therapy with-
out further resensitization with the hapten.
Thus our study showed that antigen specif-
ic transfer factor was not required for the
successful transfer of contact sensitivity in
humans and nonspecific transfer factor
might work equally well. A similar view
was expressed by Bloom ('), who suggested
that transfer factor might act nonspecifical-
ly as an adjuvant, enhancing the reactivity
of a subthreshold number of competent
lymphocytes. Our recent study on the pas-
sive transfer of immunity into active lep-
romatous patients by human fetal thymic
grafts lends further support to the above
notion (). Seven active lepromatous pa-
tients received human fetal thymic grafts
obtained from 16—19 week old fetuses. Be-
fore receiving thymic grafts, these patients
were unresponsive to the challenge of
DNCB. Of this group, 5 showed conversion
after thymus inplantation. Indeed, fetal
thymic cells were never exposed to DNCB,
and thus these cells must have been uncom-
mitted. They might have stimulated the im-
paired immune system of the lepromatous
patients by an allogeneic effect nonspecifi-
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cally (*). Thus the use of both the immu-
nologic reagents insured that DNCB con-

version might follow the administration of

DNCB negative TF as well as nonspecific
thymic grafts to primed but previously un-
responsive recipients.
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