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Diagnosing and Treating Yellow Fever in Philadelphia,
1793
[1]

Few disease outbreaks in the history of early America proved as tragic as the Philadelphia
Yellow Fever epidemic of summer, 1793, and fewer still have lingered longer in historical
memory. A bustling center of international trade and commerce that welcomed people,
goods, and pathogens from around the world, Philadelphians were well-acquainted with
infectious disease prior to the 1793 outbreak. The city had even known sporadic Yellow
Fever outbreaks at various points throughout the eighteenth century. But that feared disease
returned to Philadelphia with a vengeance in summer, 1793, via West Indian trading vessels
carrying French refugees fleeing the island of Santo Domingo in light of long-standing civil
unrest and slave rebellion. Over two thousand refugees flooded into Philadelphia, some of
whom had succumbed to Yellow Fever at sea. With these trading vessels came the worst
infectious disease outbreak the city had hitherto experienced.
Cases of the “pestilence,” as some referred to Yellow Fever, spread rapidly from residential
areas surrounding Philadelphia’s port to other districts throughout the city. Though residents
of impoverished quarters seemed particularly vulnerable to infection, none could escape the
disease’s terror. As word spread that Yellow Fever had returned to Philadelphia, many
affluent residents fled for their country estates or homes of relatives. Commercial and
governmental operations ground to a halt. Those who could not escape the city witnessed
grisly scenes of sickness and death round seemingly every street corner. Yellow Fever
claimed 5,000 lives, or ten percent of Philadelphia’s population, between August 1 and
November 9, 1793.
Yellow Fever is a virus transmitted between humans by mosquitoes. This method of
transmission was unknown in the eighteenth century, however; the role of mosquitoes in
carrying the disease was first proposed in 1881, and viruses were not discovered until much
later. The germ theory of the spread of infectious diseases remained unproven in the last
years of the eighteenth century, which hampered consideration of possible causes of the
disease. Proper prevention, diagnosis, and treatment of Yellow Fever emerged as issues of
frantic and often contentious public debate in Philadelphia and across the young United
States. Philadelphia was the center of early-national American economic, political, and
cultural life. The debilitation of the city due to disease posed potentially dire consequences
for the region and, indeed, the entire country. A sense of mystery surrounding the disease’s
origin and transmission only deepened the public’s terror.
Commentators during and after the Yellow Fever epidemic observed that the episode
brought out the best and worst in Philadelphia’s residents, as municipal leaders, prominent
physicians, and everyday residents struggled to understand the cause of Yellow Fever, to
manage the outbreak, and to escape its brutal path. While none succeeded in stamping out
the disease, historical accounts of the city’s lively response to the fever reveal much about
the civic, cultural, and intellectual workings of early America’s largest and most prosperous
city.

The lesson presented here—What the Doctor Ordered: Dr. Benjamin Rush Responds to Yellow
Fever—is best implemented at the end of a lengthier unit on the Yellow Fever epidemic of
1793, after students have acquired sufficient contextual background to pursue independent
work with primary sources related to the epidemic.
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