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Since 1996 Ieva Pukite (who writes under the name Ieva Pu�e) is a journalist for the 
largest national daily newspaper Diena. She has written also for the travel magazine 
Cemodans, the intellectual magazine Rigas Laiks and the analytical magazine ‘r’ She 
has covered a wide array of topics from business news to feature articles on medicine, 
articles on travel, restaurant reviews and research about various socio economic issues. 
Most often the focus of her articles is a person - from simple Latvian farmer to 
adventurers met during travels, from the socially excluded to the president of Latvia. 
Currently Ieva Pukite is the editor of Diena's lifestyle section. She is the author of two 
travel books - Sunday Island (about the Aboriginal Australia) and Icelanders: between 
glaciers and lava (about the first state to recognise Latvia's renewd independence). 











Translation 

Talented but difficult 
 
The inventor of remantadine, J�nis Polis, has helped thousands of people. 
Yet, there is no one who can currently solve his own health problems 
 
It is as if he has been assembled from two parts. Lively eyes, showing an interest 
in our conversation, look out from underneath a boyishly ragged mop of thick 
grey hair and ... he has legs swollen thick as tree trunks, underneath a hospital 
gown, tied down to the kneecaps with white ties. It just seems that the liquid 
antibiotics and glucose from the IV BAGS attached to Polis’s arm, which they 
change during my visit like cartridge belts, flow straight through his body and out 
again. He ignores the puddle of lymph collecting on the ground through his 
dressings, and asks me to hand him two books. ‘The family of every intelligent 
person should have this,’ he says of the first book – the recently published 
correspondence between Marina Koste�ecka and her father while he was a 
prisoner of the Gulag – which he places on the table of his single-bed ward next 
to a radio, several bottles of water and a small image of Jesus Christ.  Of the 
second – the 2010 edition of collected writings from the Pauls Stradi�š Museum 
of the History of Medicine – he observes: ‘this is a gift that J�nis Stradi�š has just 
given me; it has an article about me in it’. I read: ‘At the end of 2008, the World 
Intellectual Property Organisation in Geneva awarded the Latvian Institute of 
Organic Synthesis (OSI) its award for innovative enterprises and the OSI’s 
former staff member, J�nis Polis, the Outstanding Inventor gold medal for his 
invention and introduction of the antiviral preparation remantadine.’  
 
From social housing to hospital 
 
‘J�nis Polis? No, there’s no one of that name here ... Polis? Male? Try calling 
another number,’ is the response I had down the telephone line as medical staff 
from four departments in the Bi�ernieki hospital passed me like a football from 
one to the other. Finally, I got an affirmative answer from the Burns Centre, to 
which the person I was looking for had been transferred the previous day. When I 
managed to speak to him in the ward where, for the first time in his long period of 
hospitalisation, he had a room to himself, J�nis Polis was willing to see me at 
once. Since 2000, when I interviewed the ‘father of the anti-flu bomb’ after he 
was awarded an honorary doctorate by the Latvian Academy of Sciences (LZA), I 
had heard nothing more about him. At that time, one of Latvia’s brightest 
scientific minds was receiving a pension of  LVL 53 (about EUR 75) and was 
forced to leave his flat in a privately owned building following a rent increase. 
After an uproar provoked by some journalists, chiefly Baiba   Š�berte from Radio 
Latvia, and also colleagues from the LZA, he was found accommodation in social 
housing. Recent events have taken an even more dramatic turn. The fact that 72-
year-old Polis, who suffers from serious leg vein problems, does not have to 
cope with them alone but remains under medical supervision is to a certain 



degree thanks to another journalist, Je�ena S�usareva, the Vesti Segodnya 
columnist. Shortly before Polis was to be discharged, the Chief Medical Officer at 
Bi�ernieki, Zigmunds Kova��uks, whom she had approached, rang the 
management of the medical company, Olainfarm, which agreed to finance his 
continuing treatment, according to Vesti Segodnya of 8 September. Although his 
additional stipend as scientist emeritus of LVL 200 had been reduced by half in 
the budget cuts, Polis had been able, with the help of his current ordinary 
pension of LVL 160, to afford to pay the LVL 9.50 per day charge for his 
treatment. However, in actual fact, the hospital had been spending four times as 
much as that on his case and had outspent the annual quota that was 
reimbursable by the state in these circumstances.  Admitted for the first time on 
1 July, J�nis Polis was discharged after 16 days, but returned on 27 July in an 
even worse condition. His lower legs are covered in painful sores that will not 
heal; this former cycling champion can only shuffle along with the aid of a 
bamboo cane. The drugs he has taken so far have not really been able to help 
the condition of the scientist who invented the drug that caused a revolution in 
the treatment of influenza in the Soviet Union and still finds a steady place on 
pharmacy shelves.  
 
The manufacture of remantadine, which it began 34 years ago, is big business 
for Olainfarm. This was also noted by the President of the Senate of the LZA, 
J�nis Stradi�š, when, in honouring J�nis Polis for his gold medal from Geneva, 
he wrote: ‘This [remantadine] is still one of this company’s basic preparations. It 
is consumed in Latvia (about 10% to 12% of production by volume) and exported 
to Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Moldova, Uzbekistan, 
Georgia (...), and also Poland and the Czech Republic. Olainfarm produces 
5.5 million packs a year (2008). In 2004, production was 1.7 million – demand 
has grown!). The exports are worth millions every year. It is also one of Latvia’s 
intellectual exports, used not only against the influenza A virus but also against 
the cause of tick-borne encephalitis. It is true that the price of remantadine is 
constantly increasing, and the price of a pack at the chemist can be as high as 
LVL 8.’ Last year, on the 40th anniversary of the synthesis of remantadine, 
manufacture of a preparation with a similar name –  Rimantadine-Grindeks  – 
began at another Latvian pharmaceuticals manufacturer. Unfortunately, patent 
certificates issued by the Soviet Union in the 1970s are not binding on these 
companies, and the inventor is not officially entitled to any payment whatsoever 
in respect of them.  
 
Son of a Latvian legionary, protégé of Brezhnev 
 
There is much rhetoric in the life of J�nis Polis. ‘The return of the “prodigal son” 
to his own institute, albeit for a few hours only, is almost like a Biblical parable’ 
was how J�nis Stradi�š described it at the ‘Geneva medal’ awards ceremony on 
6 February 2009.  You can’t tell from the smiling photographs of the ceremony in 
honour of the prizewinner that the scientist already had suppurating sores on his 
legs. He received the award, as he himself sarcastically notes, ‘in wet boots’.  



Even now, in his hospital ward, he is cheerful company. As an abstraction from 
the monotonous drip, drip of the medication into his system, he cannot stop 
picking up Marina Kosta�ecka’s book. ‘Look, what a splendid edition. An 
endlessly handsome, good book.’  Last summer, having torn himself away from 
his hospital bed, he and the author had shared a cake together to celebrate the 
publication of her book, in spite of his financing problems. To help Marina, he had 
been prepared to sell paintings he owned by his friend, the artist Aleksandrs 
Zviedris. Fortunately, the book received a grant from the Soros Foundation.  
As it happens, he and Marina Koste�ecka are linked not only through work at 
OSI, but also by a deeply personal thread. ‘My father was a member of the 
Latvian Legion and was sentenced to 25 years +5 – not only in Siberia but also in 
labour camps in the western USSR. He could have stayed out there, but 
nevertheless he came back, and in 1953 they took him again.’ When his father 
finally came home, J�nis Polis was already a third-year student. He doesn’t refer 
to the post-war shortages, and only mentions the tuberculosis he contracted just 
after finishing university in passing, but does tell me an anecdote about his first-
ever suit. When her son graduated from secondary school, his mother stretched 
to ordering a thick homespun jacket and trousers for him from the local country 
tailor in Sesava. The trousers were thick enough to stand up by themselves, and 
the boy was ashamed of them when in Riga. However, when a container of 
boiling sulphuric acid was spilled on the hated piece of clothing, and the upper 
layer of the trousers was reduced to a porridge, Polis had time to unbutton them 
and, ‘thanks be to God and my mother’, throw them onto the floor.  This episode 
definitely marked the start of his scientific work. ‘I was sitting in the student hostel 
in my tracksuit. Professor Vanags said to the lads: “Tell Polis to come and see 
me.”’ – ‘I believe you know how to synthesise one or two things. I desperately 
need half a kilogram of this substance. Come to my office and make it!’ I 
managed to make it up in three or four days, and the professor gave me 
300 roubles. Thank you very much! When Christmas came round, I bought a suit, 
shoes, a shirt and tie. I felt like a dandy, going to the New Year dance and 
lectures ...’ 
 
Polis was done an even greater service by the director of the OSI, Solomons 
Hillers, who saved him from being sent to work at the L�v�ni spirits distillery, and 
created the most favourable conditions for the manufacture of adamantine (a 
hydrocarbon with a symmetrical molecular structure) derivatives, of which the 
most well-known is the antiviral preparation remantadine.  
 
It was by an audacious move of his own that Polis forged his pathway to the 
favour of the Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers, Alexei Kosygin, and of 
Leonid Brezhnev himself. In 1976, during the 25th Congress of the CPSU, Polis, 
having got to hear that the Communist Party bosses were having a discussion of 
losses among the workforce due to epidemics of influenza, sent a telegram from 
the General Post Office in Riga to Brezhnev himself on the existence of 
remantadine, which had yet to be approved at that time.  



‘However bizarre it may seem, I was in charge of that project, as they now say, 
even though my degree is only in chemistry,’ he remembers his hour of stardom. 
‘I controlled the clinical and epidemiological trials, toxicology, and 
cancerogenicity, throughout the entire USSR.  Tens of thousands of people each 
sent in their results, and they were all passed to the pharmacology committee, 
“pharmcom”.’  
 
Light at the end of the tunnel? 
 
A very neglected patient, who was not sent to where he should appropriately 
have been sent’ – those are the words of Uldis Biern�ns, a surgeon at the 
Bi�ernieki hospital, and stand in such great contrast to the details of J�nis Polis’s 
biography. Since 1 July, the treatment of this complicated patient has been 
managed by several medics in that institution; Dr Biern�ns is the longest serving. 
The hot summer has not been favourable to the healing process of the trophic 
ulcers caused by his chronic lymphovenous insufficiency. What is more, Polis’s 
admission to Bi�ernieki has a two-year history. ‘My greatgreat granddaughter 
was born on 17 September 2009. I wanted to visit but I had an attack of severe 
pain ...’ the patient himself remembers. ‘Then [on 21 November], the director of 
the OSI, Edmunds Luk�vics, died and that night, I burst a vein in my leg. I 
managed to stop the bleeding, went to the funeral, but the following Monday this 
terrible swelling began. I had hundreds of tests at the Pauls Stradi�š Clinical 
University Hospital; the results were good.  At the suggestion of Dr Juris 
Vecvagars for about LVL 70 they gave me all the possible tests to prove there 
was no cancer anywhere ... so I carried on serenely. Then I happened to be in 
Balvi, where there is a very good clinic, under Professor L�ga Krasovska. She 
prescribed me some diuretics; there was no change. In January, fate threw me 
together with J�nis Lielais [the psychic]. By telephone, on about the third 
occasion, he started off the discharge.’ He glides rapidly over the months and 
years. ‘At the beginning, I was shedding lymph fluid and physiological liquids; 
then all of a sudden, acetic acid and formic acid, all the amino acids, and urea 
started pouring out. It was horrible, it was scalding my feet so badly, I didn’t know 
what to do.’ I ask a stupid question: ‘Doesn’t such broad knowledge of chemistry 
become a burden in day-to-day life?’ ‘On the other hand, it’s good,’ replies J�nis 
Polis. ‘You tear off the rags and wash off the salt with water. If the water makes 
you feel bad, wash with, say, Kara�avotu [a Latvian mineral] water. Just apply 
mineral-water dressings, and take them off. I saw it like this – you can all go to 
hell, I can see the light at the end of the tunnel, I’ll manage on my own! I had 
already worked off some eight layers, before that my legs were like an elephant 
cow’s.’ From 27 July to this day, however, he has again entrusted his health to 
the medics at Bi�ernieki.   
 
‘I was put off the tram three times ... then it came to me that in the evening, I 
should call out the emergency services to take me here,’ this grey-haired, 
respectable man tells me. ‘Why did they put you off?’ I ask in incomprehension. 
‘Well, because I stank. At that point, I had worms in my legs. When I first arrived 



at the hospital, I made all the orderlies and nurses faint. At reception, they told 
me: ‘Go to the bathroom and see to it yourself. Go bathe yourself, as much as 
you need.’ I prayed to God, I cried, I wailed ...  In the end, I managed to cleanse 
the sores. I say “What’s the problem? In China, that’s how they treat wounds 
specially. They grow them in special factories.”’ ‘You yourself let this happen?’ I 
am shocked. ‘No. I didn’t know. I only knew that my legs stank like hell, and that 
something was itching down there. I can’t see for myself what, say, is going on 
down there,’ replies this stoic individual. He describes himself as ‘a type who 
doesn’t use analgesics or sleeping pills, and causes doctors a lot of concern, 
because my eyes say: I am not going to become a vegetable.’  
 
A social problem? 
 
‘It’s the state’s fault, a social problem – he needs care, not treatment. Antibiotics 
can be taken at home too. We have a great number of people occupying beds in 
this hospital who should not be. This is simply a very visible phenomenon,’ 
maintains a Bi�ernieki official, who wishes to remain anonymous. ‘Yes, it’s a big 
problem. Where should people go to have their wounds dressed, after they have 
been discharged from hospital? A lot of health centres are not open on Saturdays 
or Sundays, however.’  It is particularly difficult for those patients who live alone, 
who have limited means, whose illnesses are chronic, restrict their movements or 
are not wholly curable. In the case of J�nis Polis, all these factors coincide. Add 
to that a personality out of the commonplace, whose longing for independence in 
this situation begins to turn into dependence.  Even the doctors have noticed that 
he keeps a certain distance even from his two sons.  
 
 ‘A very talented, temperamental person, with a huge sense of fairness, positive 
but also changeable’ is the opinion of his former colleague held by J�nis 
Stradi�š, to whom J�nis Polis brought remantadine powders he had synthesised 
with his own hands for treating influenza during the shortages of the 1980s. The 
academic considers the triumphal progress of this medication to have been due 
to a perfect combination of circumstances – the enthusiasm of the chemist Polis 
and the specifics of a totalitarian superstate. ‘If Polis had invented remantadine in 
independent Latvia, it would not have “gone nuclear”. Epidemiological trials can 
only be conducted on a large scale. The bureaucrats in Moscow were disposed 
in his favour, the whole of the Leningrad region was roped in!’ Polis’s 
stubbornness, however, has long prevented the chemist, who is wholly loyal to 
independent Latvia, from agreeing to be ‘nostrificated’ – to submit his degree to 
be recognised by the new Latvian academic system – although that has entailed 
financial consequences. ‘I said “go hang!” Let those who wrote dissertations on 
the partisans and collective workers’ struggles get nostrificated. The chemistry of 
adamantanes has not changed,’ the man in question proudly affirmed to me.  
 
The new era has not brought J�nis Polis any good fortune. ‘A social problem’ is 
an epithet that J�nis Stradi�š, too, uses in relation to him. ‘Polis has ended up in 
a tragic situation. The inventor has no protection in the Republic of Latvia. 



Neither his relationship with manufacturers nor his patent rights have been put in 
order. On the other hand, we have few people who would have invented a 
preparation as effective as J�nis Polis did.’  
 
Just as enthusiastically as he once promoted remantadine, this patriarch of 
chemists now promotes Vision food supplements. The photographer who 
accompanied me is given a couple of mixtures that the company’s chairman 
himself handed out to participants at a company meeting in Moscow in August. 
J�nis Polis, too, had bought tickets for the journey, but was unable to go due to 
his legs. Nevertheless, the distributors sent a consignment to Latvia. 
In hospital, his days are full, even though he feels like Neznaika (‘Know-Nothing’) 
in Sun City in the Nosov children’s story – a simple child in a land of 
technological marvels.  Representatives from Olainfarm have so far not made 
contact with him. ‘Ladies, I shall be your Santa Claus’ he has promised the 
nurses in the surgical ward. ‘But you must promise to be good!’  
 
He gives me an emotional recital in Russian of verses from The Book of 
Lamentations by the Armenian poet Grigor of Narek, about a solitary monk with 
putrefying sores. On leaving, I am given a page with Elza �ezbere’s patriotic 
Prayer, written in 1938, the year in which J�nis Polis was born. He read it aloud 
to the Latvian diaspora poet Andrejs Egl�tis at the Academic Library of the 
University of Latvia, and at the end of the 1980s at a Popular Fronti meeting at 
Aglona: ‘Latvia! May your name be forever blessed ...’ 
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Diana Spinu is 28 years old, and graduated with a diploma from the Baltic International 
Academy "Public relations" department. Her career as a journalist started in the news 
section of daily newspapers in Russian "Vesti Segod�a” and she later started working in 
a TV news service. 
 
Diana has been working for five years as a reporter and news program for TV5 "Evening 
News". The topics that Diana most frequently covers are politics (she works as a 
parliamentary correspondent) and criminal issues. 
 
Summary: "Izmai�as pensiju sist�m�" (“Pensions”) 

This report is not about poverty today, but about poverty tomorrow. Government is 
developing a plan to save 50 or even 100 million lats.  

There are two possible scenarios – to take the money from current pensioners and 
freeze deposits into the second pension level at 2%, or reduce them to zero. Experts are 
warning that this step can have serious consequences in the future. After 20-30 years a 
day can come, when it will be said to pensioners: “We are sorry, this month you will not 
get any money, because years ago government was mending budget holes on your 
expense.”  

In the report, apart from experts and politicians, the journalist wanted to show simple 
Latvian citizens – a young man and young woman. Do they think about the times, when 
they will grow old? Do they expect to receive a pension? Will they forgive the country 
that used their money and played with their destiny? It is easy to cut future pensions, 
because just a few people understand that will affect their future… 
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