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What epidemics or pandemics have you 
or your ancestors lived through?

Here are some of them:

1918 Spanish flu

1952 Polio

1962-1965 Rubella (German measles)

1989-1991 Measles

2003 SARS

2009 H1N1

2014 Ebola

2020 COVID-19



What was it called?
Do you know what these are? 

Bilious fever, Bronze john, Consumption,
Quinsy, Lung fever, Lung sickness, 
Summer complaint

• Old Names of Diseases
• Old Time Disease Names
• Linda Haas Davenport’s Old Diseases
• Merriam Webster – Illnesses, Ailments…
• Wikipedia Deprecated Terms for Diseases

http://sites.rootsweb.com/~njmorris/general_info/disease.htm
http://www.lhaasdav.com/learningcenter/diseasesold.html
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/illnesses-ailments-diseases-history-names/quinsy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_deprecated_terms_for_diseases


Smallpox
• Epidemics broke out in New England and around the world 

throughout the 17th and 18th centuries. 
• Symptoms: High fever, intense headache and vomiting, body 

pain, and a rash 
• Complications: scarring, blindness, and sterility. 
• 17th century Mortality rates: 10-25% in America, slightly 

higher in England



From Prologue to New England by Henry 
Forbush Howe, Farrar & Rinehart, 1943

Page 12 – “European disease transmitted to the Indians by one or 
another of the later explorers [e.g., George Weymouth, John 
Smith] seemed to have played a significant part in making 
Massachusetts possible.” 
Page 180 – On the 1615 voyage of Richard Vines who wintered 
on the Maine coast at the Saco Indian village.

“When he arrived at the Saco village, the great plague among 
the Indians was at its height. No one knows what this disease 
was. It seems to have been one of the European contagious 
diseases to which adult Europeans were immune. They lay in 
the cabins with the suffering savages,  but the disease was 
universally fatal among the Indians. The country was left void 
of inhabitants around the Saco region. “



A Brief Rule by 
Thomas Thatcher

• About smallpox & measles
• Thomas Thacher was a 

minister at Boston’s Old 
South Church. He 
developed these 
guidelines for the 
diagnosis and treatment 
of smallpox after an 
epidemic of the disease in 
the city in 1676-1677. 
Another epidemic 
threatened Boston in 
1702, prompting this 
reprinting of Thacher’s
work in pamphlet form.



Smallpox
• Inoculation was first introduced to Boston in 1721 

(variolation – infecting a health person with pus from an 
infected person)
• George Washington mandated variolation of his troops in 1775
• First vaccine was developed in England 1796 by Edward 

Jenner
• Smallpox outbreaks on a much-reduced scale continued in 

the U.S. until 1949



Satirical depiction of Edward Jenner giving cowpox 
vaccination



Smallpox

1616, 1628-1631 New England

1638 New England (Smallpox & Spotted Fever)

1648-1649 Massachusetts Bay Colony

1677-1678 Charlestown & Boston

1679-1680 Virginia

1689-1690 New England

1696 Jamestown, Virginia

March 1699 South Carolina

1702-1703 Boston, MA

1711-1712 South Carolina

1715-1725 Most of the Colonies, became endemic in Boston

1721 Boston MA – vaccination first used

1723-1730 Boston, New York, Philadelphia



Smallpox, continued
1735-1740 New England [Smallpox, Scarlet Fever & Diphtheria ]

1738 South Carolina

1738, 1752 Boston, Massachusetts

1760-1761 Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Charleston

1764, 1776, 1778, 1792 Boston, Massachusetts

1772-1774 New England

1764, 1776, 1778, 1792 Boston, Massachusetts

1860-1861 Pennsylvania

1862-1863 Southern California [many Native Americans and 
Mexicans died]

1865-1873 Philadelphia, New York, Boston, New Orleans, Baltimore, 
Memphis, Washington, DC – series of recurring 
epidemics of smallpox, typhus, typhoid, scarlet fever, 
yellow, fever



Diphtheria 
• Symptoms: sore throat and fever, and difficulty swallowing 

and breathing.
• Complications: heart and nerve damage, paralysis, and 

pneumonia
• Colonial names: cynanche, angina, canker, bladders, rattles, 

or throat distemper. 
• Also called the Strangling Angel, most children suffocated 

due to the gray mucus in their throats produced by the 
disease, many within 3 days of symptom onset. 
• The most characteristic feature of this epidemic was the 

occurrence of multiple deaths in families. There were at 
least six instances of eight deaths at a time due to 
diphtheria in a single family.



Diphtheria 
1735 An extremely virulent form broke out in the 1730s that inspired fear of 

this disease throughout the 18th century. 

1763 Philadelphia had a throat distemper epidemic (most likely Diphtheria , 
scarlet fever and strep throat)

1763-
1769

New York – throat distemper

Spring 
1878

Epidemic starting in Northern New Jersey and spread from there

1930s third leading cause of death in children in England and Wales in the 
1930s

1971 High fatality rates throughout the 19th century. Last major U.S. 
outbreak was 1971. With treatment, the mortality rate is 10% today; 
without treatment it can be as high as 50%.



Scarlet Fever (scarlatina)
• Symptoms are similar to diphtheria and it was often 

confused with diphtheria. But diphtheria didn’t have the 
telltale scarlet rash.
• While there were several outbreaks in New England, this 

disease did not seem to be as severe as many of the others.  
• Complications: rheumatic fever and kidney disease. See 

https://www.cdc.gov/dotw/scarletfever for more 
information.

http://www.cdc.gov/dotw/scarletfever


Measles
• Symptoms include a high fever, runny nose, sore throat, white bumps in 

the mouth, and a rash. 
• Complications include diarrhea, pneumonia, and encephalitis.
• This disease affected children as well as adults in the 17th and 18th

centuries in the American colonies. As the timespan between outbreaks 
became smaller, it became an endemic disease. Death rates per 100,000 
ranged from 100-600 in the 18th century in the American colonies. 

• The vaccine became available in 1963. Prior to that 3-4 million were 
infected each year in the U.S., with 400-500 dying annually and 48,000 
hospitalized. 

• Due to anti-vaccination campaigns, this is re-emerging as a health 
problem around the world. 



Measles

1713 Boston

1729 Boston

1747 CT, NY, PA, SC

1759 North American pandemic [areas inhabited by Caucasians]

1772 North America

1788 Philadelphia and New York

1739-1740 Boston

1989-1991 Maryland then nationwide



Tuberculosis

• Tuberculosis (TB) was called “phthisis” in ancient Greece, 
“tabes” in ancient Rome, and “schachepheth” in ancient 
Hebrew.
• It has been hypothesized that the genus Mycobacterium 

originated more than 150 million years ago.
• Egyptian mummies, dating back to 2400 BC, reveal skeletal 

deformities typical of tuberculosis.
• In the Middle Ages, scrofula, a disease affecting cervical 

lymph nodes, was described as a new clinical form of TB. 
• The illness was known in England and France as "king's evil", 

and it was widely believed that persons affected could heal 
after a royal touch.



Tuberculosis
• In the 1700s, TB was called “the white plague” due to the 

paleness of the patients.
• In the 1800s TB was commonly called “consumption” even after 

Schonlein named it tuberculosis.
• Tuberculosis remained the leading infectious disease killer of 

young adults into the 20th century. About ¼ of the world 
population is estimated to be infected with TB and there were 10 
million new cases in 2017, with 1.3 million deaths.

• We now know it is an airborne infectious disease.
• https://www.cdc.gov/tb/worldtbday/history.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/tb/worldtbday/history.htm


Influenza (pre 20th century)

1761 North America and the West Indies Influenza

1775-1776 Worldwide [one of the worst epidemics] Influenza

1793 Vermont A putrid fever and 
Influenza

1793 Virginia [killed 500 people in 5 counties in 4 
weeks]

Influenza

1847-1848 Worldwide pandemic Influenza

1850-1851 North America Influenza

1857-1859 Worldwide [One of the worst worldwide 
pandemics]

Influenza

1873-1875 North America and Europe Influenza



Year Description Flu type

1918-1919 Worldwide Pandemic. More soldiers 
were hospitalized during WWI from this 
infection than from wounds. [last great 
pandemic – 1 billion infected; 500,000 
Americans dead, 20 to 50 million 
worldwide] – see chart next page

”Spanish Flu” – H1N1

1957-1958 Worldwide pandemic. [70,000 deaths in 
the U.S.; over 1 million worldwide]

Influenza “Asian Flu”

1968-1969 Worldwide pandemic 34,000 deaths in 
the U.S., over 750,000 worldwide

Influenza "Hong Kong 
Flu"

1976 Fort Dix, NJ, caused widespread panic 
that a pandemic similar to 1918 was 
imminent. Caused massive inoculations 
in the U.S. 

Influenza scare “Swine 
Flu”

1977 Worldwide Pandemic Influenza scare “Russian 
Flu”

1997 & 
1999

Worldwide Pandemic Influenza Scare "Avian 
Flu"



Spanish Flu

Three pandemic waves: weekly combined influenza and pneumonia mortality, UK 
1918-1919
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_flu#/media/File:1918_spanish_flu_waves.gif



Dr. Oliver Howe’s Journal, 1918
Cohasset, Massachusetts
•Oct 11, "Epidemic of Influenza severe."

•Oct 27, "Churches, schools closed for 4 
weeks for influenza are now open 
again."



Typhoid Fever

1885 Plymouth, PA Typhoid fever

1903 Ithaca, NY; USA Typhoid Mary Maflon
infected 53 officially – but 
final number may have 
been over 1400. 

Spread by contaminated food and water. Carriers can be asymptomatic 
but spread the disease. Symptoms include fever, nausea, fatigue, 
headache, abdominal pain, and gastrointestinal symptoms. 



Typhus Fever 

• Spread by infected lice. 
• This is probably the disease referred to as jail fever, gaol

fever, or camp fever in historic documents.

TYPHUS FEVER

1837 Philadelphia Typhus



Cholera
• New to the Western World in the 1830s. 
• Spread through infected water
• The newspapers hyped up this disease, spreading fear.
• Successive pandemics throughout the 19th century 

eventually led to better sanitation. 



Cholera Outbreaks

1831-1832 Nationwide [brought by English immigrants] Asiatic Cholera

1832 New York City and other major cities Cholera

1833 Columbus, Ohio Cholera

1834 New York City Cholera

1849 New York, Chicago, the Mississippi, west to 
California

Cholera

1851 Coles Co., IL, The Great Plains, and Missouri Cholera

1848-1849 North America Cholera

1865-1873 Baltimore, Memphis, Washington, DC, Chicago Cholera

1873 Alabama [moved along the railroad lines from 
Huntsville to Birmingham and Montgomery, as 
these cities were industrialized

Cholera



Rubella (German measles)
1962-1965 Worldwide pandemic affected as many as 12.5 million, causing 

deafness, blindness; approximately 300,000 babies in the U.S. born 
with defects due to mother’s infection

HIV

1983 to the present Worldwide pandemic (near 100% fatalities). Jumped from 
monkeys to humans



Malaria

•1895 epidemic in Washington, D.C.
•Malaria is a disease caused by a 

parasite with five species known to 
infect humans.
•Yellow fever and malaria are both 

mosquito-borne diseases – yellow fever 
is a virus, not spread by person while 
malaria can be spread by person



Yellow Fever
YELLOW  FEVER

1690 New York City

1693 Boston, MA

1699 Charleston & Philadelphia

1702 New York

1706 Charleston

1732 Charleston & New York

1734, 1741 Virginia

1762 Philadelphia

1793 Philadelphia One of the worst American 
epidemics; over 4000 
deaths

1794, 1796-1797 Philadelphia

1798 Philadelphia One of the worst



YELLOW FEVER

1803 New York City

1841 Nationwide Especially severe in the South

1847 New Orleans

1850 Nationwide

1852 Nationwide, New Orleans New Orleans – 8,000 die in the 
summer

1854, 
1855

Spread from Corpus Christi, TX, 
Nationwide

1867 Indianapolis, Galveston, Corpus Christi, 
TX; New Orleans, LA

Over 3,000 died in New Orleans alone

1878 New Orleans Last great outbreak of yellow fever. 
Over 13,000 perished in the 
Mississippi Valley

1883 Alabama

1886 Jacksonville FL

1898 Cuba [Spanish-American War] The disease took over 5,000 soldiers’ 
lives (only 968 died in combat) in just 
July & August



Whooping Cough (pertussis)
• Common in colonial America
• Symptoms: Cold symptoms 2-3 weeks followed by strong 

cough, whooping sound on trying to draw breath
• Complications: pneumonia, convulsions, apnea, and 

encephalopathy. 
• Most dangerous to infants



Polio

1916 Nationwide Over 7,000 deaths and more than 27,000 
cases reported

1952 Nationwide 3300 deaths, and over 57,000 cases reported



Unknown

1775 North America [especially hard in New England]

1793 Harrisburg, PA [many unexplained deaths]

1793 Middletown, PA [many mysterious deaths]

1820-1823 Nationwide [started at the Schuylkill River, PA and spread 
nationwide [unknown “Fever”]



Epidemics and Pandemics in the U.S.
http://www.joycetice.com/articles/
epidemics.htm

https://www.tullyhistoricalsociety.org/
tahs/medical.php

Laura, Schumann, "Epidemics in 
Colonial North America, 1519-1787: 
A Genealogical Perspective"

http://www.joycetice.com/articles/epidemics.htm
https://www.tullyhistoricalsociety.org/tahs/medical.php


Typhoid pneumonia

https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:S3HY-6P47-N9G%3Fi=20&cc=1520546&personaUrl=%252Fark%253A%252F61903%252F1%253A1%253AFNPJ-14G




Q & A

•Hope Tillman, hope@hopetillman.com
•Walt Howe, walt@walthowe.com

http://hopetillman.com
http://walthowe.com

