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INTRODUCTION

There has not been an active case of cholera in the United
States for almost fifty years, and to the present-day American
physician it is no more than a chapter in a textbook of tropi-
cal medicine, To his _..msnnnn:nv-nwsn:a% counterpart it was a
soul-trying and sometimes fatal reality.

Cholera was the classic epidemic disease of the nineteenth
century, as plague had been of the fourteenth. When cholera
first appeared in the United States in 1832, yellow fever and
smallpox, the great epidemic diseases of the previous two cen-
turies, were no longer truly national problems. Yellow fever
had disappeared from the North, and vaccination had de-
prived smallpox of much of its menace. Cholera, on the other
hand, appeared in almost every part of the country in the
course of the century. It flourished in the great cities, New
York, Cincinnati, Chicago; it crossed the continent with the
forty-niners; its victims included Iowa dirt farmers and New
York longshoremen, Wisconsin lead miners and Negro field
hands.

Before 1817, there had probably never been a cholera epi-
demic outside the Far East; during the nineteenth century, it
spread through almost the entire world.! Of all epidemic dis-

! Though there is some controversy as to the extent of cholera’s early pere-
grinations, most historians of the disease agree that it has been endemic only
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2 INTRODUCTION

eases, only influenza in the twentieth century has had a more
extensive odyssey.

Cholera could not have thrived where filth and want did
not already exist; nor could it have traveled so widely without
an unprecedented development of trade and transportation.
The cholera pandemics were transitory phenomena, destined
to occupy the world stage for only a short time—the period
during which public health and medical science were catching
up with urbanization and the transportation revolution. In-
deed, cholera was to play a key role in its own banishment
from the Western world; the cholera epidemics of the nine-
teenth century provided much of the impetus needed to over-
come centuries of governmental inertia and indifference in
regard to problems of public health.

It was not easy for survivors to forget a cholera epidemic.
The symptoms of cholera are spectacular; they could not be
ignored or romanticized as were the physical manifestations
of malaria and tuberculosis. One could as easily ignore a case
of acute arsenical poisoning, the symptoms of which are strik-
ingly similar to those of cholera® The onset of cholera is
marked by diarrhea, acute spasmodic vomiting, and painful
cramps. Consequent dehydration, often accompanied by
cyanosis, gives to the sufferer a characteristic and disquieting
appearance: his face blue and pinched, his extremities cold

in India, especially in the Omu»mom River Valley. A recent and inclusive outline
of cholera’s history may be found in R. Pollitzer, Cholera (Geneva, 1959),
pp- 11~50. Still important are August Hirsch, Handbuch der bistorisch-geo-
grapbischen Pathologie, Bd. 1, Die allgemeinen acuten Infectionskrankbeiten
(Stuttgart, 1881), pp. 278-348, and Georg Sticker, Abbandlungen aus der
Seuchengeschichte und Seuchenlebre, Bd. II, Die Cholera (Giessen, 1912).
The only general account of cholera in the United States is that by J. S.
Chambers, The Conquest of Cholera (New York, 1938). This is based on the
monumental United States government report on cholera prepared between
1873 and 1875 by John Shaw Billings, Ely McClellan, and John C. Peters, The
Cholera Epidemic of 1873 in the United States, 43d Cong., 2d sess., Doc. g5
(Washingron, 1875).

2 A cholera epidemic provided an ideal occasion for the removal of un-
wanted spouses, affluent and immoderately aged uncles, and the like. See, for
example, Boston Medical and Surgical Journal, VII (February 15, 1832), 20;
Herald (New York), August 14, 1849; Sun (New York), August 2, 1849.
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and darkened, the skin of his hands and feet drawn and
puckered. “One often,” recalled a New York physician,
“thought of the Laocodn, but looked in vain for the serpent.”
Death may intervene within a day, sometimes within a few
hours of the appearance of the first symptoms. And these first
symptoms appear with little or no warning. He felt no pre-
monition of cholera at all, reported a New Yorker in 1832,
until he pitched forward in the street, “as if knocked down
with an axe.”®

The abrupt onset and fearful symptoms of cholera made
Americans apprehensive and reflective—as they were not by
the equally deadly, but more deliberate, ravages of tubercu-
losis or malaria. “To see individuals well in the morning &
buried before night, retiring apparently well & dead in the
morning is something which is appalling to the boldest
heart.”* It is not surprising that the growing public health
movement found in cholera an effective ally.

It was not until 1883 that Robert Koch, directing 2 German
scientific commission in Egypt, isolated the organism that
causes cholera—Vibrio comma, a motile, comma-shaped bac-
terium. Once they find their way into the human intestine,
these vibrios are capable of producing an acute disease which,
if untreated, kills roughly a half of those unfortunate enough
to contract it.> Cholera, like typhoid, can be spread along any
pathway leading to the human digestive tract. Unwashed
hands or uncooked fruits and vegetables, for example, are
frequently responsible for the transmission of the disease,
though sewage-contaminated water supplies have been the

8 Edward H. Dixon, Scenes in the Practice of a New York Surgeon (New
York, 1855), p- 15; John Stearns to the New York Ciry Board of Health,
July 19, 1832, Filed Papers of the Common Council, File Drawer T-5902, Mu-
nicipal Archives and Records Center.

4Diary of a Young Man in Albany, July 18, 1832, Manuscript Division,
New York Historical Society.

5In Russia in 1921, for example, there were some 207,000 cases with a mor-
tality of 44.8 per cent (Richard P. Strong, Stitt’s Diagnosis, Prevention, and
Treatmment of Tropical Diseases [Philadelphia, 1944], 11, 592).
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4 INTRODUCTION

cause of the most severe, widespread, and explosive cholera
epidemics.

Though never endemic in this country, cholera returned to
the United States four timies after its initial appearance in
1832-34. After this two-year visit, North America was free
of the disease until the winter of 1848-49. Between 1849 and
1854, however, no twelve-month period passed without chol-
era appearing in some part of the United States. Then the dis-
ease disappeared as abruptly as it had in 1834; it was not to
return until 1866.%

Thirty-four years are a short time in man’s history. Yet few
historians would question the significance or magnitude of the
changes effected in American society between 1832 and 1866.
Comparatively little, however, has been written in a system-
atic attempt to define the dimensions of this social change or
to describe the nature of the processes which brought it about.
The following pages attempt not simply to describe three epi-
demics, but to understand something of America in the chol-
era years—in 1832, 1849, and 1866.

In pomnt of numbers, few Americans actually died of chol-
era: for each of its victims, malaria and tuberculosis claimed
scores. Unlike them, however, it was novel and terrifying, a
crisis demanding response in every area of American life and
thought. I have sought to make the cholera epidemics serve as
sampling technique as well as subject. They represented a
constant and—in the sense that cholera was never endemic in
the United States—randomly recurring stimulus against which
the varying reactions of Americans could be judged.

Perhaps most striking of the changes in America between

1832 and 1866 was the dissipation of the piety still so charac-
teristic of many Americans in the Age of Jackson. The evan-
gelical fervor of this earlier generation had been eroded by a

8 Ir appeared again in 1873, but was on this occasion limited almost exclu-
sively to the Mississippi River Valley. It was feared in 1881-83 and 1892 that
cholera would again be imported. On neither occasion, however, did it es-
tablish itself in this country.
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materialism already present in 1832, but seemingly triumphant
by 1866. Habits of thought and patterns of rhetoric had
changed as well. A more critical and empirical temper had
cmmjn. to replace the abstract rationalism of an earlier day. In
medicine, for example, thoughtful physicians scorned those
concepts which could not be expressed in tables and per-
centages. The most skeptical disavowed traditional therapy
and relied upon the body’s natural powers to triumph over
disease.” This “positivistic” temper of thought and expression
infiltrated the pulpit and editorial page as well as the labora-
tory and consultation room, Cholera, a scourge of the sinful
to many Americans in 1832, had, by 1866, become the conse-
quence of remediable faults in sanitation, Whereas ministers
in 1832 urged morality upon their congregations as a guaran-
tor of health, their forward-looking counterparts in 1866 en-
moa& sanitary reform as a necessary prerequisite to moral

improvement.® There could be no public virtue with -
lic health. F enaph

7 Those medical men who dogmatically denied the efficacy of all i
not validated “numerically,” were termed by ncnnnamoﬂmnm :SMMWMMMM
.ErEm.ﬂ.m. Cf. Erna Lesky, “Von den Urspriingen des therapeutischen Nihil-
ismus, .m.»ﬁw.m&w \mqn?aﬂ. xrwc. (1960), 1-20; Walter Artelt, “Louis’ ameri-
Mﬂﬁm.nwm mn%:mﬁrn:mr&« Krise der Therapie,” ibid., XLII (1958), 291-301;

n . Ackerknecht, “Die Therapie der Pariser Klinik isc :
und 1840,” Gesnerus, XV (1958), 1 mT_ww. * Tniker awischen 1795

8 It might be argued that this picture is overdrawn, that if an i
were to be studied, smallpox let Mm say or syphilis, very &mnnmn_w Mﬂﬂﬂmu_w_amﬁnm
might be reached. A student of the history of smallpox, for example, might
conclude that theistic explanations of disease had almost disappeared _u.w Hmmwu
Yer, as is apparent, this would not be attributable to any necessary decrease in
individual piety, but to a somewhat fortuitous advance in scientific knowledge
(that is, vaccination) which made such explanations increasingly irrelevant.
In the case of venereal disease, on the other hand, very different factors were
at work; the emotion-laden response of even physicians to its sexual mode
of transmission helped preserve the moralistic attirudes with which such ills
were regarded until well into the twentieth century. There is no necessary
contradiction in these conclusions; moralism is not piety and smallpox is not
syphilis. A disease is no absolute physical entity but 2 complex intellectrual
construct, an amalgam of biological state and social definition. The reactions
of Americans to cholera changed between 1832 and 1849, between 1849 and
1866. This is unquestionable. My task has been to understand something of
nwm factors which enabled Americans to perceive this old E_mnoanbcam_,.: a
new way.
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6 INTRODUCTION

The means of improving the public health mmnaamm clear
enough. Clean streets, airy apartments, a pure m.ﬁ%a\ o s%.r.mﬁ
were certain safeguards against epidemic .aa.nmmm.. P_m um
1866, advocates of sanitary reform could in justification o
their programs point to the discovery of John mwuoﬁ a _WM”H
don physician, that cholera was spread nrmo;.m. “w con -
nated water supply.’ The matter-of-fact, empirica m%?o»om
to epidemiology which enabled Snow to confirm his theory
the disease’s transmission would have _unwn rare a nw:ﬁu@m
before. He had, as well, new theories of .m_mommo causation, o
the very nature of disease, available to _.E..n. .Orownnm in 1 m.\._bm
for example, was assumed by the great majority of _uw._v.a.ﬁﬁ_“m
to be a specific disease, whereas in 1832, most wnmnwﬂ.ﬂonna
had still regarded cholera as a vague E..Bomwrnﬂn ma M.:Mn MN-
had vigorously disavowed the very existence of specific di

. .

nmﬂﬂoﬂmwﬂ” most Americans Hnmmaomm %w .GEQ&. .mSSm as M
land of health, virtue, and rustic simplicity. Oﬂom seeme
often unnatural and perhaps ultimately undesirable ‘nxommw.-
ences in our otherwise green and En.mmmbn realm. By .Hm&, this
was no longer the case. America’s cities had grown immense-
ly in size and significance; they .no:E be anw_o.nnm, _Hwﬂ H_wo
longer ignored. But though the existence of the city might rn
inevitable, its evils were not. The szn.._m.:.omm to accept the
city and its continued growth was an indispensable step :_.H_
the finding of appropriate solutions to the problems mc%m
growth created. Flight to the country was no longer in 1866,
as it had been to many in 1849, an acceptable mcmcm_on. to
urban problems. A pure water supply, .mammcmﬁn mmb:mnoaw
and a reliable police force were necessary if the mmn.momocm an
unhealthful conditions of city life were to be ameliorated.

1 ication of
iginally published his theory of the mode of communication
nrﬂmﬂw&now m_wmw_.._,wawﬁ..Wm not until the Fommwm ov_.wwnnm n%anﬂ_n owowwmam.hﬂ%a%w
7 ble to prove empirically is earlier assertions.
Mmmmnnrawnrmwﬂwwmurﬁ.m _u«w_._ conveniently reprinted under the uﬁvﬁnm WM
the Oomﬂ_ﬁc:inu:r Fund, Snow on Cholera, Being a Reprint of Two Pape:
by Jobn Snow, M.D. . .. (New York, 1936).

INTRODUCTION 7

When in the spring of 1832 Americans awaited cholera,
they reassured themselves that this new pestilence attacked
only the filthy, the hungry, the ignorant. There seemed few
such in the United States. In the spring of 1866, when Ameri-
cans again prepared themselves for an WBwna&:m cholera epi-
demic, they expected no such exemption. North America had
nurtured slums as squalid as any of those festering in the Old
World. Their inhabitants, moreover, were not the pious,
cleanly, and ambitious Americans of an earlier generation.
Filthy, illiterate peasants could EXpect no greater exemption
from cholera in Boston than that which they had received in
Ireland. America was no longer a city set upon a hill. The
piety which sustained such a belief and the confidence which
this belief engendered were both &mmwwamlum. Americans
were adjusting to life on the plain.

These remarks are, I hope, sufficient to suggest the kinds of
problems dealt with in the following pages. The body of this
study is divided into three sections, corresponding to the three
major cholera outbreaks on American soil. Each section is
intended to be self-sufficient, and all are roughly paralle] in
organization. Inclusions and omissions which may seem arbi-
trary in any one of the three sections have been dictated by
the design of the work as a whole,

Social attitudes reflect needs as well as realities, wish as well
as fulfilment. Many of the ideas outlined in the following
pages are inconsistent, even contradictory; rarely do they
correspond accurately to the realities of American life, for
men perceive their world through a glass darkened by the
particular assumptions and predispositions of their generation.
Yet popular convictions must not be dismissed as merely
crude, or inconsistent, or even irrational 10 The ideas which

10 Compare the remarks of Pieter Geyl on the problem of irrationality in
the causation of the American Civil War, Debates with Historians (New

York, 1958), chap. xii, “The American Civil War and the Problem of Inevi-
tability,” pp. 244-63.
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8 INTRODUCTION

men have held in the past become, through their belief, truth
—at least historical truth.

Not that every American, or even any particular American,
in 1832, 1849, or 1866 belicved in all those ideas which I sug-
gest as typical of their tme. Indeed, many were opposed, im-
plicitly or explicitly, to the predominately Protestant and
“middle-class” assumptions of their generation. Yet these
values were the accepted, the official ones of nineteenth-cen-
tury America.

A final apology. Much of the narrative portion of this
study, as well as many of the illustrative examples of other
sections, is drawn from the experience of New York City
during the cholera epidemics. This is due only partially to the
relative abundance and accessibility of sources describing
New York’s bouts with cholera. Rather than spending scores
of pages in the repetitious chronicling of cholera in city after
city, it seemed more profirable to sketch in greater detail the
story of these epidemics in one community. And New York
was not just another community; it was the largest and most
important city in North America.

The sources for this study are varied, though almost half of
the research was done In contemporary NewWSpapers and
periodicals. For each of the cholera years, at least one hundred
newspapers have been consulted. These were chosen in the
hope of arriving at a balanced sampling of opinion, urban and
rural, northern and southern, secular and denominational.
Periodicals, far less numerous than newspapers in mid-nine-
teenth-century America, have been examined whenever avail-
able.

Perhaps a fourth of the material used in this book was
gleaned from medical sources. These include medical journals,
treatises, casebooks, and the like. With almost nothing known
of cholera and its cause, physicians, especially in 1832 and
1849, clearly reflected the values and preconceptions of their
class and time in the discussion of what are ostensibly medical

INTRODUCTION
9
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I. THE EPIDEMIC: 1832

It had been an unhealthy winter and the dry spring promised
a sickly summer. But New York, a vigorous city of almost a
quarter of a million, had other concerns in the spring of 1832,
She was the greatest port of the continent, one of the greatest
in the world, and her leaders were busy at wharves and in
counting rooms ensuring her continued eminence, It was an
election year, and the readers of New York’s score of news-
papers were not allowed to forger the Indian troubles, the
tariff controversy, or the bank question,

Like Boston, Hurmmamﬁrmu. and Baltimore, New York was
a city which faced Europe, and there was &ma&amum news
from across the Atlantic, Cholera had broken out in England;
a cordon sanitaire—enforced by heavily armed troops—had
failed to halt the spread of the disease westward from Poland
and Russia. Quarantine restrictions seemed to be of no avail,
and as the summer of 1832 approached, it appeared more than
likely that America, like Russia, France, and England, would
be visited by this newest judgment. Only the Atlantic Ocean
continued to protect the Unired States,

This, the first invasion of Europe by cholera, had not gone
unnoticed in America, Throughout the fall and winter of
1831-32, newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets reported in
alarming detail its westward spread. Most dismaying, because
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14 1832

most dispassionate, were the reports of the French and English

medical commissions sent to study the disease in Russia and
Poland. American medical men turned to the treatises of East
India Company physicians, familiar for decades with this
pestilence new to the medical world of Europe, in hopes of
finding some remedy. By July of 1832, it seemed questionable
whether a single vnio&n& had appeared in the past six
months without “something on this all engrossing subject.”

Private citizens were not alone in their concern. On Sep-
tember 6, 1831, the New York City Board of Health had re-
solved that three of the city’s most prominent ﬁrwm._nmmum be

requested to form a committee of correspondence to gather

information. In January, Martin Van Buren, minister to the
home reports of the epi-

Court of St. James, began sending
demic which had just broken out in Sunderland. In February,
the Massachusetts Medical Society appointed a committee of
seven to study the history of the disease in an attempt to dis-
cover how it might best be treated and whether or not it was

contagious.
Collecting inf.
Stringent quarantines were
Europe’s cholera-ridden ports.
been applied only during the summer
unlike yellow fever, seemed to show no preference for warm
climates, and quarantine regulations were maintained in
America’s Atlantic ports throughout the winter of 1831-32.
As early as September 17, 1831, Mayor Walter Bowne of
New York announced that he had made arrangements for a
special depot for quarantined goods. Boston, Philadelphia,
Charleston, and Baldmore soon followed suit, quarantining
all goods and passengers from infected ports in Russia and the
1 New York City Board of Health, Minutes, September 6, 1831, Municipal
Archives and Records Center (cited hereinafter as Minutes). Later references

to the actions of the Board of Health for which no reference is cited may be
presumed to have come from these minutes. Martin Van Buren, London, to
Edward Livingston, Washington, January 14, 1832, Martin Van Buren Papers
(microfilm, Columbia University Library); Massachusetts Medical Society,
A Report on Spasmodic Cholera . .. (Boston, 1832), p- L.

ormation could not alone prevent disease.
immediately invoked against
In the past, restrictions had
months. But cholera,

THE EPIDEMIC
Is

Mvm_mo.» .Hrm British Isles were added to the interdicted areas as
soon as it became known that cholera had made its a
in England. ppearance
QQMM& nw% spring of 1832 and the recrudescence of the epi-
e %n&ﬂm@ﬁ JMH% the most sanguine remained confident
would contdnue to be spared. I i
words of one editor, “not onl . Al s b
; y absurd but morally wrong f
any man to assert” that cholera would d i the
. : not appear th
MWMMM WBM«;W _.Mun_.,MH meﬂwﬂ“mw “would imply mn%% less M”mu M
( enalt,” for American commerce with inf:
ports continued unabated. Even the comm e
3 on folk be
mw%wﬂ %wd:nwmo ME Mwmn Mﬂmpﬁ one Washingtonian Homm_mnmw
( and Set Red . . . and :
be %anogn& disstint in the mcn.:ums FECRECRS el
ut Americans were not without c i
ere onsolation. Chol i
mc.“mmnwwnw all, H_wﬁ.z. did it seem to be an arbitrary W:v%mmnwmm%
- It was subject to natural laws and acted throuch
mmnmmm.. mnﬂnw.m_nm only those who had somehow &mmwnwmﬂuﬂw
predisposed nsn:._mo.?am. Filth, misery, vice, and pove
mmmmvﬁ%.ﬂo wmomson. 5.5?-.2:»8 victims. Few msnw nom.m
G&wﬁ:m in 2 land enjoying those unique blessings granted the
% m umanﬂmmnmmm wﬂﬁ wmﬂ%ﬁmudoa and sturdy mechanics of
ates could, ericans believed i
mwor hecatombs of victims as cholera had n_B.E_mM n%”:@%ﬂ”% ;
WMH nﬂ%ﬂm,mgu&mam, and papists of Europe and the Mmmm
ad no class to compare with the miserable sl .
dwellers of Paris and London or with the vESmmw& anmmﬁm

2B > .
e _,.nww \_HMMQWW.& hmm Surgical Journal (cited hereinafter as BMS]),V (S
s %onm WOWH n__ wummﬁ (November 15, 1831), 226. A memorial wno i
i o! %&E to Congress (Minutes, January 4, 1832) EE -
g the's %%o i ent mw n&» commission to study the disease in Europ mﬂm amw
the Commerce Ooﬂw%ﬁﬁn%mﬁr%muﬂ“ﬂon o afirnad o mmﬂﬂ”&%ﬂﬂ%
federal government to institute a national mmuwwmmwnn W_HnvawwW M.. WM.%._M
v

necessary. U.S. Congress, C
1832, Hoase Report mu%m bolera Morbus, 22d Cong., 1st sess., January 20,

2 Relici . ;
eligious Examiner (Washington, Ohio), V (1832), 63-643 Argus (Al-

bany), June 1, 1832; Di ; 2
Library of Oonm:vwmn.. iary of Michael Shiner, p. 49, Manuscript Division,
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' 1832

Nicholas’ Russia. Even New England mill hands were as well
fed and clothed as any class in the world, their habits perfect-
ly regular and temperate. “With clean persons and clean con-
sciences,” Americans were prepared to meet the disease with-
out trembling.

Americans, as they readily acknowledged, were the best
educated, the freest, and the most pious of people. No estab-
lished clergy battened upon them; here, “where reason is free
to combat error,” the printed word enjoyed its greatest influ-
ence. Americans would never lose heart, they reassured them-
selves, become panic stricken, and like the Paris mob, loot and
murder when assailed by the disease. English by inheritance,
North Americans could be expected to behave calmly and
with valor. An unwavering faith in Christ was a bulwark even
more secure. The history of cholera seemed to demonstrate
clearly that those countries with fewest Christians had been
scourged most severely. America’s chastisement would cer-
tainly be light, the pious hopefully predicted, for fully one
half of the world’s evangelical Christians lived within her
boundaries.

It did not seem, moreover, that a nation E&S:.E»H&w
rural could be severely tried. Only in the densely populated
cities of the Old World had cholera raged uncontrolled. Rural
communities were assured that their pure atmosphere, un-
crowded streets, and isolation guaranteed exemption from the
disease. Even America’s great eastern cities seemed cleaner and
their inhabitants of better character than their counterparts in
Europe. Boston, in particular, prided herself on the cleanli-
ness, the virtue, the regularity and morality of her citizens.
Where, as a Congregational sermonist put it, “on the wide
carth is there another to be compared with it in point of
cleanliness, health, comfort, intelligence, morals, and most of
those things which minister to human happiness and improve-

ment.”*

4 Samuel Barrett, 4 Sermon Preached in the Twelfth Congregational
Church, Boston, Thursday, August 9, 1832 . . . (Boston, 1832), pp: 7, 11.

THE EPIDEMIC
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:ﬁﬂnﬂmwﬂrnﬁm«. few pious Americans dared deny that their
s on_._&awmmﬂn the great Mmqoa granted it by the Lord, still
reat many of the sinful and vicious— ,
Mﬁw_:mr to provoke divine judgment. New York mno_”“%nwrw
1a %.q&m,ommgn. the largest and filthiest, the most cro % d
and vice-disfigured of American cities, | e

N m»w?.mrmum?o New Yorkers took stock of their city and
imh.nm_.r.”w _.n»mMFMMM gy what they saw and smelled. New York
, an seemed to breed disease—not o.z_
. = h
WMMHMMHHMMM_ annmnwmw.hﬁ, and every other sort of HWMEMWMM,
N ﬂ - - :
by ety phia seemed immaculate country villages
The thousands of swine th i
T at roamed its str
%WM s mw.mm%. but, Mgﬁ.ﬂr&nmm. its only mao_.nMMmMnMMWWMWM
¢ indifterence of the Common Council to th .
sanitation almost necessitated the leni i o e of
. : . ence, if not affect
MMM MHMM ﬂwn P1gs were treated. Ordinances to oonnno_MMMM
rom time to time, but never enforced
able folk were continuall e s i
y exasperated by the si
wnw.wnm, some even %hnmnmn.ﬁm. to shoot %m% onnm_m%”n of the
N 1gs, goats, m:.m. dogs did not provide the only mn.amuﬂ clean-
cmmnﬂmw&.ham. Citizens were required by law to sweep in front
ouses on certain specified days. Dus d i
were to be gathered into a pile i o o s
| pie in the middle of the gutt
m_”.o:“w éfor place they were to be collected by the Ez:m“ﬂwhw
Eww :: _n_m_E of HE.E:»:% graft or munmmnmn:n%, this collection
. mwmauarnmmﬂwnnnmw and appropriately, the decomposing
o»:&c: t vanr mnmwnnam the middle of the streets was
S&:mm%%om.mnow pie” (New Yorkers, it should be noted
referred to their municipal .
. government as th
Mu%_.wonmmonv. In any case, most informed citizens agreed nrM
eets could never be cleaned properly unless an ade ,: t
mcw,vq of water was introduced into the city. T
our decades of agitation for a municipal water system had

entering except perhaps join 1
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18 1832

failed to bring results.” Few travelers failed to comment on
the poor quality of New York water. A standing _own.BEn..
tained that city water was far better than any onrﬂ..‘ since it
served as a purgative as well as for émmE:.m mn.m cooking. Most
people were sensible enough not to drink it, except when
forced by poverty or betrayed through inadvertence. Only
the poor used the city pumps. Those who could afford the Qﬂ
pense had their water supplied in hogsheads from the “pure

springs and wells of the countryside. ) .

Foreigners regarded dyspepsia as America’s national E&..
ady, and an American dinner could easily be an unnerving
experience. Filthy and adulterated food was prepared with
little care or cleanliness in kitchens swarming with flies and
then bolted as rapidly as possible—perhaps in mn:.l.mmmn:mn.
Although cleanliness was appreciated as an abstract virtue, its
observance in practice left much to be desired. A New Eng-
land physician remarked that not one in five of his patients
bathed or washed their bodies in water once a %nmhm,mwnm ﬁ.r_m
was the wholesome New England countryside. For the city
poor, maintaining any kind of cleanliness was almost impos-
sible. Most lived in tiny unventilated apartments, often with
whole families—and perhaps a few boarders—occupying the
same room, a condition deplored by physicians and moralists
alike. The most miserable and degraded lived in unfinished
cellars, their walls a mat of slime, sewage, and moisture after
every rain. Houses adjoined stables, abattoirs, and soap fac-
tories; their front yards were the meeting place of dogs,
swine, chickens, and horses.

Their city a seemingly foreordained stopping place for
cholera, New Yorkers naturally questioned the powers which
their municipal government would be able to call upon m&o&m
there be an epidemic. The experience of the city in a series of

5 For a discussion of these efforts, see Nelson Blake, Water for the Cities
(Syracuse, 1956).

8 [A Physician], 4 Rational View of the Spasmodic Cholera . . . (Boston,
1832), p. 17.
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yellow fever epidemics had provided the administrative
framework of a public health organization. The temporary
health committees of the 1790’s had, by 1832, evolved into a
permanent Board of Health with accepted powers and duties,
which was, however, almost always quiescent unless an epi-
demic was actually in progress. (The Board of Health con-
sisted of the aldermen meeting with the recorder and mayor,
the mayor acting as president of the board and exercising its
powers when it was not in session.) In the ten years after the
yellow fever epidemic of 1822, the board met at stated but
infrequent intervals, although interest was so slight that the
necessary quorum was often unobtainable. The Board of
Health was charged with the administration and enforcement
of the city’s public health regulations, which, in practice,
consisted almost entirely of enforcing quarantine. The con-
nection between yellow fever in the West Indies or the South
and New York’s outbreaks of the disease was too obvious to
have been ignored. Thus, almost all of the board’s stated
meetings took place during the summer, when there was dan-
ger from the South. The day-to-day business of keeping a city
of a quarter of a million healthy was the responsibility of only
three men, the health officer of the port, the resident physi-
cian, and the city inspector.

The health officer, appointed by the state and working in
conjunction with the Board of Health, was responsible for
enforcing the quarantine regulations. The duty of the resident
physician, a municipal appointee, was to diagnose and report
any communicable diseases which might exist in the city. This
was a peculiarly vulnerable position, for premature diagnosis
of an epidemic disease would mean severe loss to the city’s
business.” The resident physician in 1819 who had had the

7 'This characterization of the Board of Health is drawn primarily from the
Minutes of the board, complete for the period June 5, 1829, to November 23,
1836, The Z_..awnm_w& Archives, at which these minutes are deposited, also
contains the complete papers of the board for 1832, including some fifteen
hundred reports of cases made by physicians. There are a few articles which
shed some light on the activities and evolution of the board. See especially
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ity to diagnose a case of yellow fever was vmﬂoﬁnm
HWMMMQ% mvcmwn epithet which could degrade or Wmm.nunaw
and threatened with personal EEJ\ (The board itse m.imm. w
William Dunlap remarked to his friend U._.- uwv% W. ranc )
“more afraid of the merchants than of lying.”) 7.5.6 city HM.
spector, another municipal officer, was more mﬂdo&w.mb a m
ministrator, charged with the wwnw.am of vital statistics an

cement of sanitary regulations.

%Mﬂwmw“nmw%mmnm of the ﬂow& were apparent to n<nbmﬁro
most casual observer. Composed .ow. _muﬁ:n:.g it was depen Q.EM
for advice upon the city’s physicians, while as B.w nwumnmnqﬁ
committee, it was dependent upon the Board o wm% _”bm
Aldermen for financial and legislative support. The wom.a a
only three regular employees, a secretary and two mmm_wmﬂnnm.
It had no office, no mﬁvo:mﬁ%raoﬂ even a _.&Bdﬁ It %T
nated each winter. Its membership was ﬁnm_&nsmﬁmr&, mmr as
events were to show, slow to act on Eo?@os& mmﬁno. when
it seemed to endanger the financial well-being of the city.

As spring warmed into summer, the .Sunn.cma.\ of m_nn WMMT
poration began to provoke more and more .nnmnwwa_. o ; m.m
it seemed, had been done to protect nma city. Cholera JH :un
rage uncontrollably should it arrive “at this Boanmmvr 0 :
n%&n warned early in June, “in the aﬂmmn of the m an
stench with which our streets are filled.”® But the authorities
had not been completely supine. Walter wﬁ.uﬁﬂm. .n.ra :meom.
had hastened to proclaim a blanket quarantine wmﬂmmh_ MM
all of Europe and Asia. On ?:n.&. a new %mn to wnmw MMwm he
cleaning of the city’s streets was introduced into the

i { i ing the Nine-

“Public Health Problems in New York City during t .

MMMMmaAWMMM.W .mxwww_w w.aqu State Journal e_ﬂw\_—%&ﬁﬁsw L M _cwo_.v .m Hw w__.Mww..”
itics i i \ —1042),

“Politics and Public Health in New York City (1833 B .
Mfwcmmww.m“.%aﬂw of Medicine, XXIV (1950), 441-61; Charles F. wc_ma»ww m.wﬂ._ww%%
Health in New York City,” Bulletin of the New York Academy of .

d ser., XIX (1043), 423—4!.
’ MMMJE»E Dunlap, Diary of William Dunlap (1766-1839) (New York,
1930), 111, 814.
9 Truth Teller (New York), June 2, 1832.
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Assistants. The act, which was signed by the Mayor on Wed-
nesday, June 13, completely reorganized New York’s sanita-
tion system.!?

Two days later, on the fifteenth, the threat became more
real and more imminent. The Albany steamboat which docked
that Friday afternoon brought word that cholera had broken
out in Quebec and Montreal. The Atlantic had been forded—
America’s last great defense had failed, and it hardly seemed
possible that she could be spared.

New York was not a large city. By Saturday morning, June
16, nearly everyone had heard the news from Canada. Philip
Hone, the usually imperturbable ex-mayor, did not see how
New York could escape. He could not think of 2 European
city as dirty as New York; certainly neither Quebec nor
Montreal was dirtier.’* Miasma arising from the filth rotting
in the streets, yards, and cellars was quite capable of produc-
ing sickness without the added influence of cholera in the
atmosphere.

The members of the Common Council were equally con-
scious of the sights and smells; self-preservation as well as
political expendiency demanded their immediate action, On
Saturday morning, the Board of Assistants held a special meet-
ing and voted §2 5,000 to the Board of Health for “the erec-
tion of hospitals and other means to alleviate and prevent the
cholera.” The board was also urged to send a suitable observer
to report on the epidemic in Canada. Skilled observation
would provide insight and czmonmﬁz&nm, perhaps even a cure
or preventive for the disease.12

10 Evening Post (New York), February 3, 1832, reprints the Mayor’s quar-
antine proclamation issued the previous day. New York City, Board of Assist-
ants, Report of the Conmittee on Cleaning Streets, Doc. 36 (New York, 183z2).

CDmommEmvmcun..?noG,&wr gua_._mnn.vnUmq_.mmo?st.w.On#
Iwnonmwm Society. A portion of Hone’s comments may be found in Allan
Nevins’ edition of the Hone Diary, The Diary of Philip Hone 18281851
(New York, 1927), I, 65-66.

12N.Y.C. Common Council, Proceedings of the Board of Assistants, from
May 8, 1832 to May 14, 1833 (New York, 1837), 11, 33, 36. Doctors DeKay and
Rhinelander were sent by the board to observe the disease in Canada.
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The news from Canada was uniformly discouraging. The
mortality rate in Quebec and Montreal had not vnm”: surpassed
in any H.u»nm of the world, and there was little dissent when
?Hm%mﬁ Bowne proclaimed an unprecedentedly severe quaran-
tine. Without the permission of the Board of Health, no m.r_w
could approach closer than three hundred yards to the city;
no vehicle closer than a mile and a rm_m.mw . .

It seemed on Sunday that every minister in .nro city r».m
chosen cholera as his text. “The consternaton in the city is
universal,” a young artist noted In .Em _oE:&_ Wall mﬂ..na"
and the Exchange are crowded with eager groups waitung
for the latest intelligence.”** The Sabbath was profaned by
the Courier and Enquirer, which Ewaﬂwa a cholera extra wom
ten thousand copies. The Standard also issued an extra, aimmn
hopeful apothecaries circulated and vomﬂwm wmnm_u_.zw om
opium, camphor, and Jaudanum—all sovereign remedies an
preventives for cholera. The price of camphor doubled im-

iately. .
EWMWM :.Mn&n& profession was particularly conscious of the
danger and of its responsibility should H._._n_.m be an epidemic.
Accordingly, the Medical moowo.a.b which mn_up.omm:ﬂwa two-
thirds of the city’s licensed physicians, monﬂnm. a special com-
mittee of fifteen to study the problem. At their mnmn. meeting,
this committee formulated a program of wcwr.n and individual
hygiene for the days ahead. It was most important, they
urged, that the streets be kept clean throughout the coming
summer. To help accomplish this, and to purify the atmos-
phere, water should be run from the r%ammaa mmﬁﬂ.& times 2a
week. The streets themselves, as well as private sinks, .%mam.
and cesspools should be disinfected with chloride of lime or
quicklime. Individuals were urged to be nmm_.:. to be temperate
in dining and drinking, and to be especially mﬁhsm:.ﬂosm in
washing. Learned in 2 gencration of yellow fever epidemics

13 Evening Post (New York), June 16, 1832.

14 Diary of Thomas Kelah Wharton, June 17, 1832, Manuscript Division,
New York Public Library.
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and gleaned from accounts of cholera in Europe, these recom-
mendations represented the best medical opinion of the time.'

Despite such excellent and reassuring advice, many New
Yorkers were already leaving or planning to leave the city.
Those who stayed stocked up, if they could afford to, on the
cholera specifics which were being hurriedly concocted, bot-
tled, and labeled by apothecaries and free-lance quacks. Even
the more irreverent were sobered by the threat of this “pesti-
lence that walketh in darkness.” The twenty-ninth of June
was generally observed as a day of fasting, prayer, and humili-
ation by the city’s numerous congregations. The neighboring
city of Brooklyn had observed a similar fast the previous
day.®

Still, in the face of increasing public concern, the Corpora-
tion appeared strangely negligent. To be sure, it had seemed
for a few days that the city would be zealous in banishing its
filth. A new system of street-cleaning was instituted, and
householders were urged individually to clean and purify
their buildings and grounds. By the end of the week, how-
ever, it was becoming apparent that this ambitious program
had come to a halt as abruptly as it had begun. The dirt and
rubbish which householders had gathered now lay in ridges
in the streets waiting to be carted away. William Cullen
Bryant’s Evening Post (June 22, 23) suggested that the legis-
lature step in to protect the city, the Corporation having
proved itself irremediably incompetent.

Cholera appeared in Montreal on June 6. By June 14, it was
in Whitehall, New York; by June 18, at Mechanicsville and
Ogdensburg.*

At the first news of cholera’s arrival in Canada, few Ameri-

15 Truth Teller (New York), June 23, 1832,

18 Observer (New York), June 30, 1832,

17 A derailed survey of the disease’s spread through New York State may
be found in Lewis Beck, “Report on Cholera, made to his Excellency Gov.

Throop, August, 1832,” Transactions of the Medical Society of the State of
New York, 1832-33, pp-352f.
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cans could continue to hope that their country might long
escape the fate of its northern neighbor. Most of the immi-
grants who landed in such great numbers in Canada had no
intendon of staying, but quickly made their way to the
United States. Despite the assurance of physicians that chol-
era was not contagious, 1t was hard to believe that these dirty,
poverty-stricken wanderers did not bring death as well as
hunger and squalor with them.

Bands of American physicians set out immediately for
Quebec and Montreal to study the disease.'® Few others, how-
ever, were willing to chance an encounter with cholera. Roads
leading from Albany, New York, Philadelphia, and other
eastern cities were crowded with families leaving ﬁﬂnamgmnwvﬂ
for country homes. Towns and cities in upper New York
State, Vermont, and along the Erie Canal invoked quarantine
regulations, but with litcle success. Emigrants leaped from
halted canal boats and passed the locks on foot, despite efforts
by contingents of armed militia to stop them.

Enos Throop, the governor of New York, had called a

special session of the legislarure to meet at noon Thursday,
the twenty-first of June. A committee appointed that after-
noon reported a public health bill on Friday morning. In
what may well have been record time, the bill became law,
passed by both houses and signed by the Governor the same
day. The act called for a quarantine between upper and lower
Canada and New York. More important, it empowered each
city and incorporated village not having 2 board of health
to establish one. In the next few weeks, meetings all over the
state formed boards of health, usually manned by the over-
seers of the poor and other local officials. Health officers were
appointed, quarantines instituted, and doctors and hostelry
keepers required to report cases of cholera. Householders
were to clean and purify their properties; persistent nuisances
were to be treated as misdemeanors.

18 Samuel Jackson, Charles Meigs, and Richard Harlan, Report of the Com-
mission Appointed by the Senitary Board of the City Councils, To Visit

Canada . . . (Philadelphia, 1832), p. 37.
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New i
though *MWHMMMNS was not alone in such hectic preparations,
were most immediate. In ev
W i ery part of th
co mm M
< cnmww wo unities hastened to form boards Mm an_nr and
sanw mm_um wnnoﬂﬂnummm_o:m against cholera. Quarantines
er anm shed in booming river and canal towns, and indig-
&S:&Mﬂmﬁ.m mmzom.m_onm_ newspapers, urging the immediate
and purification of streets and all
. eys. Owners and
overseers white-washed sl i 4 o
ave cabins and stocked ic
e cked medicine
- cnwﬂ_ﬂr cayenne pepper, laudanum, and calomel, which
e o NaMﬂ%ﬂ:mM@ Mm unfailing preventives. Others ap-
od. The faithful gathered in
. . scores of church
I i -,
praying and fasting that the Lord might temper his judgment

N - i
&&%HRMMH.MMHM am:m_cq..um_w. noted the filth accumulating in
e s ¢ ecaying garbage and stagnant pools in va-
o 3 y grew even more alarmed as cholera moved
dily sout from Montreal and Quebec.® Their fea d
conjectures were soon to become reality. o

Late Monday night, June 26, an Irish immj
Fitzgerald came home violentdly ,E. HHMMW»_HMHWHM memamm
maé worse during the night, and in the morning he nmﬂﬂo
. onwoh When ﬂr.n doctor arrived, F itzgerald was already fe N
ing better, but his two children were sick, oo:,__u_mmmmwmﬂm mmm.

It is more than likely that chol i

B : era was imported i i
wrwmmuﬂm%mnmu wrm Awmﬂwﬂsr E.mu»nna». Years _mw%. Dr. ﬂw&ﬂwﬂmm omwn nde
e o dn 48 w:. M nr HM“: In 1832 cholera arrived in infected L._m S i
ey mak nm,“a w e _.w.. Lawrence, but thac for prudential 30Eﬂn%2ﬂa
e Wmv o y the Board om. Health. The sick were cared for i " nro
e mﬂ H,a\AE_.._‘n_ the well emigrants were shipped rapidly D.n g
it By Mm ﬂ ellan was writing his history of cholera wm mmm the
Apri May. E._an Hn QCMMQ_WMMM_M M mm.MJb. but mo:mm the quarantine wmnmz.mw. aw.w
Oprli ¥ missing, while recor i
Qamﬁm%%umumosﬁwm O«Mﬁ..n all perfect. The Cholera m.?.n.whuwﬁmnunw% a_:um »Mm
e nozmurww 1 Mwm., 2d sess., Doc. g5 (Washingron, 1875) 7 Murw ;
oo i AZW‘E Mxmw%n Vache, Letters on ¥eilow F, ver, .ﬁ,mwmwwnunmw
e s (e ork, __mmt. P- 47 n. In any case, the ship mwmm&n. had
o ink on the sixth of June after having had fourteen chol .
o e _Mwawmmma mmo_._._.w.._ﬂm%oo_. Freeman’s Banner (Baltimore) nE 6,

: o G. Jameson, “Observations on Epidemic Cholera as It >Wﬂﬂm~mﬁw

»nwn_nscnm_invam x
iy :n..aawom.muramﬁ%.ﬁ&km&n& Recorder, 111 (1832),
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onizing cramps in their stomachs. The children died on
Wednesday, but not before they were seen by many wr%m‘ﬂ
cians, all of whom agreed upon a diagnosis of Asiatic cholera.”
Mrs. Fitzgerald died on Friday, and the next few @m%m.vnoamrﬂ_
a wnmﬂmlmm of similar cases: patients suffering 4:5 intestina
spasms, diarrhea, and vomiting. Most of them died. e
By the end of the week, the Board of .Emm_mr had Hooo_ww
several reports of cholera cases. .Oz mmam%. (June 30), Dr.
James Manley, the resident physician H.nmmonm_go for the Qmmﬁ
nosis of no:ﬁwmwcam disease, reported two ‘andoubted cases. .
Despite such convincing evidence, the Board of Health an
the mayor were still reluctant to make these reports ms.vrnm
Wmmmn&nmm of official silence, the fact ﬂruﬂ. cholera existe
in the city could hardly be kept secret. On his mc:mmvw walk,
Philip Hone met the editor of the Standard, who had just seen
an unmistakable case at the bridewell.?? Rumors that cholera
was moving west and not south from Ombwam. could not mHME
the growing panic; mass exodus from the city rma‘ “M..,.Mm y
begun. A hyperbolic and sarcastic observer H.Q.En.rn: ater
that Sunday had seen “fifry thousand stout hearted qum
Yorkers mn.ms%nizm “away in steamboats, stages, carts, w..ﬂr
wheelbarrows.” Methodists began the prayer meetings whic
they were to hold every morning that summer from half-past

five to half-past six.

i icians and Other Docu-
20 N.Y.C. Board of Health, Reports of Hospital Physicians a
a@:ﬁ Wxnwm.mﬂ..go to the Epidemic Cholera of 1832, &:n@ .ww UEMMN
ﬁﬂrmsm (New York, 1832), pp. o-10. Statements of witnesses _::um in Hmaﬂ.
m..os.nf.n_.. affirmed that the %aﬂ case of cholera c.nncﬂ..,..@ on ﬂﬁ ﬂfm..onwmunm_
of June in the person of an immigrant who had just arrived from !
Evening Post (New York), May s, 1866. .
i i o File Drawer
21 iginal reports may be found in the City Clerk’s Papers, we:
U- m.ﬂﬂm%.m%ﬂm >_.wr?.8 and Records Center. John Stearns, one of the ,..Hmwu M
u.,ommﬂ._uac:._ia:n physicians, went to H.*-wnr mayor nbm_._wﬂwmﬂw rmﬂ_ LM&»_HM" =
idemic had broken out. The mayor, 8 .
MMH%W@MMM% were anything out of the ordinary. John mnnn:_.“m. %cMMM#B:Mmm
the Cholera Epidemic, MS 170, Rare Book Room, New York Academy
Medicine. o
22 Diary of Philip Hone, July 1, 1832, Manuscript Division, New York
Historical Socierty.
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The Medical Society and its special committee on cholera
felt that they could no longer wait upon the dilatory Board
of Health—only prompt and decisive action could save the
city. On Monday morning (July 2), the Medical Society
stated publicly that nine cases of cholera had occurred. Only
one had survived,

This announcement was immediately attacked by those
New Yorkers who feared—and hoped—that it might have been
premature or unwarranted. Unwilling to face the conse-
quences of an epidemic, they turned instinctively against the
physicians who had made it impossible to ignore any longer
the presence of cholera in the city. The Medical Society was
castigated as a private organization usurping the functions of
the Board of Health, as a group of private citizens having no
authority to make statements affecting the welfare of the entire
city. There were many who agreed with banker John Pintard
that this “officious report” was an “impertinent interference”
with the Board of Health. Had the eager physicians, he asked,
any idea of the disaster which such an announcement would
bring to the city’s business???

Meeting on the same Monday morning, the Board of Health
began to take belated measures against the epidemic already
in their midst. From that day forward, the board resolved to
meet each day at noon. More important, they decided to ap-
point a select advisory council of seven prominent physicians.
This Special Medical Council, a group for which there was
neither precedent nor legal sanction, was to become the “brain
trust” of the Board of Health, making most of the decisions
in fighting the epidemic.

Meanwhile, the equivocal statements of the Board of Health
had been more inscrutable than reassuring. The exodus from
the city continued. Carts which a few days before had car-
ried merchandise through the streets were now seen loaded

23 John Pintard, Lezters from Jobn Pintard to His Daugbter Liza Noel Pin-
tard Davidson 1816-1833 (New York, 1941), IV, 66.
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with the beds, chairs, linen, and tables of families making for
the pure air of the country.

The roads, in all directions, were lined with well-filled stage
coaches, livery coaches, private vehicles and equestrians, all panic
struck, fleeing from the city, as we may suppose the inhabitants

of Pompeii or Reggio fled from those devoted places, when the
red lava showered down upon their houses, or when the walls were

shaken asunder by an earthquake.?*

By the end of the first week in July, almost everyone who
could afford to had left the city. Farm houses and country
homes within a thirty-mile radius were completely filled.
Roads leading from the city were crowded not only with
carts, horses, and carriages, but with “oceans” of pedestrians,
trudging in the mid-summer heat with packs on their backs.
A merchant living on one of the principal residential streets
recalled that his and one other family were the only ones on
the street to remain. The young wife of another merchant
baked all the bread and cake eaten in her house during the
epidemic—at the end of the summer even making the yeast.
Visitors to the city were struck by the deathly silence of the
streets, unaccustomedly clean and strewn with lime. Even on
Broadway, passers-by were so few that a man on horseback
drew curious faces to upper windows. One young woman
recalled seeing tufts of grass growing in the little-used thor-
oughfares.

The Fourth of July proved to be an unnaturally quiet one.
Churches were open for divine service, although many pews
were empty, their occupants having left the city. Some min-
isters had departed as well, heeding the example of their
scattered flocks. Most uncommonly, the ‘“utmost harmony
prevailed during the day, not a single incident occurred.”
Cholera had forestalled even the knifings, brawls, and shoot-
ings which customarily adorned the Fourth. The church bells
were silent, and the only noise was that of a “pretty smart can-
nonade of crackers” provided by the boys of the city.

24 Evening Post (New York), July 3, 1832.
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Nevertheless, the epidemic increased. On Thursda
the Court of Sessions discharged on their own BQWMHM_MW%
all prisoners confined in the almshouse for misdemeanors
.Oroﬁowm had broken out at the almshouse, and it seemed ET.
Just to expose petty offenders to probable death. The felons
in the penitentiary and the bridewell were soon sent to tem-
porary shelters on Blackwells Island.

On Friday the board began to issue daily cholera reports.
The appearance of these bulletins at noon soon became the
nmnn.m_. event of the day, around which besieged New York-
ers _uE_m their daily routine. Mornings were given over to
mwnnimn_ou. about the new report, while afternoons were de-
voted to m.anﬁmmmo:m of the identity and circumstances of the
latest victims. Even the city’s score of thriving newspapers
were unable to satisfy a seemingly insatiable public curiosity.
.Q: Hrcaamv\, July s, the Gagette published two extras, one
:w the morning and one in the afternoon; still, the “run for
”s MH._ ummm so great that it was impossible to supply the de-

At last the Board of Health began to take action, outfitting
five mm.nni_ cholera hospitals, one in the Hall of Records, an-
other in a school, a third in an old bank, and a fourth m._ an
mvmsnwo:na .ﬁ.‘owwmw&. These tardy measures could not still a
growing criticism. Had the lives of the city’s humble artisans
E&. mechanics been sacrificed to the commercial interests
Er.»o_._.mmmn._nm to have paralyzed the board into inactivity?
N&Sﬂnﬁ urged that the Board of Health be forced to Hmmwmw
mm it could not fulfil its duties.?® The Board itself was becom-
ing desperate: one member—Alderman Meigs—proposed a re-
ward of twenty dollars for any licensed physician who cured
a case of cholera (July 14).

Fortunately, the disorganization of the city was never to
become complete. Respectable persons of regular habits re-

25 Gazette and General Advertiser (New York), July 6, 1832,

26 Cholera Bulletin, July ¢, 1 i icati i
4 s y 9, 13, 1832. This publication was i
weekly during the epidemic by “an association Wm physicians.” S twes
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30 .
assured themselves that they had little to fear. O.Ew &Mw arﬂm._
the intemperate, those who had moﬂnroé vmma_,mm.om_n Eﬂ e
selves, were cholera’s intended victims. The mwnnwm X e s
Council announced on July ro, a day on é_.»._nr.a mmnmno&
been forty-five deaths, “rhat the disease in the city _m.wnom e
to the imprudent, the m:nwﬂ_uaamnmw.mdm ﬂm;.nromn who inj

res by taking improper medicines. ™ .

nrnm.u:mmuucm@.%ﬂro? ﬂﬂn uwcm%mﬂmoﬁmmﬁ task in wanﬂnwn:ﬂm _HHMM
spread of cholera was to safeguard the ccommon people WU?M o
their dangerous habits of life. .&mnoam_nm_%, the mmnﬂm e
ical Council drew up the following Hwooan._nnmm.ﬁoamw Q.ﬂ: o
were distributed in handbills and wc_u:mwma prominently 1

of the city’s newspapers.
Notice

Be temperate in eating and drinking,
avoid crude vegefables and fruits;
abstain from cold water, when heated;

and above all from ardent spirits and

if habit have rendered it indispensable, take much less than usual.

Sleep and clothe warm
Avoid lator in the heat of day.
Do not sleep or sit in a draught of air when heated.
Avoid getting wet

Take no medicines without advice.

As business in the city stagnated, even the most mnmwnsmpm
among the poor were soon penniless. In the Eoﬁ% mﬂ <_mmw
the Savings Bank paid out &EOmn;mHoo,oocw o% on da ,& -
urday the seventh, over $20,000.2* On Tuesday, July . = :

i icati ina

21 Minuts, July 10, 3. This commnicaton = oo B e almoss

O S ol s blished in one of America’s cholera-infected

impossible to find a newspaper publist 1 g
Mwwawauwanm which did nort, at some time during the summer, contain

declaration.
28 John Pintard, op. cit., IV, 68-69, 73, 75—76.
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large meeting at the Merchant’s Exchange collected almost
$1,700 for the relief of the poor. Three nights later, another
meeting was held at which $3,811.75 was subscribed, seven-
teen of the city’s more prominent merchants giving one hun-
dred dollars apiece. Those who could not give cash were
urged to contribute food or clothing. Distribution and col-
lection centers were established in each of the city’s fifteen
wards. By the end of July, this informal Committee of the
Benevolent was providing some five hundred families with
food in one ward alone.

There was never a more delightful exhibition of Christian benev-
olence than is now witnessed in this city. . . . Numbers of our
most accomplished ladies are engaged day after day in making
garments for the poor and distressed, while Committees of gentle-
men . . . are searching out the abode of poverty, filth, and dis-
ease, and administering personally to the wants of the wretched
inmates. . . . They have . . . caused the tenements to be white-
washed and cleansed, and the sick to be provided with physicians
or sent to the Hospitals, not omitting to warn the wicked of their
evil ways, and point them to the Great Physician of the Soul.2?

The Executive Committee of the Board of Health solicited
clothing and food from merchants for use in the hospitals, and
jobs were provided for at least some of those turned out of
work by the epidemic.®® The city employed additional men
in construction of the new Seventh Avenue. Church groups
set women to work sewing; one church, the Dutch Reformed
at Nassau and Ann streets, supplied work for eighty women

each day.

When Lorenzo Da Ponte arranged for the visit of an Italian
opera company to New York, he could hardly have visualized

29 Benjamin Cutler, A Sermon in Bebalf of the New-York Protestant Epis-
copal City-Mission Society . .. (New York, 1832}, p. 16.

80 N.Y.C. Board of Health, Executive Committee Cashbook, Municipal Ar-
chives and Records Center, lists chronologically all the donations which the
board received and their disposition.
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their arrival in the midst of a nrommwm epidemic. Zmn could the
company have imagined that their first weeks in ﬂvn_mea
World would be spent lounging on the grass outside a lonely
quarantine station. There were mndw signs of a ?.o%nmﬁﬂ.m
opera audience on July 30, when Signor Montresor and his
troupe of fifty arrived in Z.ns. York. .
There had been thirty-nine deaths that day, and it was
common knowledge that many doctors did not even Uonrmw
to report their cases. Earlier in the week, over a r::n_wnmr&nmﬂ M
a day had been recorded. Cartloads of coffins rumbled throug
the streets, and when filled. returned through the streets to the
cemeteries. Dead bodies lay unburied in the gutters, and coffin-
makers had to work on the Sabbath to supply .mra demand.
Charles G. Finney, the evangelist, waom..:& having mnnﬁ.mwu
hearses drawn up at the same time at &m.mnnmm houses éﬂrms
sight of his door. Harsh smoke from wﬁu.:._m clothes and ed-
ding filled the air, mingling with the mnﬂ@ fumes of _uE.nEm
tar, pitch, and other time-tested ?ﬁamcé.m. Houses stoo
empty, prey to dust, burglary, and E:mm_mma. By b&ms.mw
many of the churches were n“owmmlnmwwn_m:w those wit
wealthier congregations. St. George’s shut its doors for m_Bom.ﬁ
the entire month; its pastor wrote that three-quarters of his
flock were absent anyway. .
The deserted houses and shops were a oonmﬂmam.ﬁaﬁﬂmﬁos
to the criminal and near-criminal elements of the city, and mw.n.
Board of Health soon authorized the mayor to employ addi-
tional watchmen. Even this did not seem to have been too
effective in checking what one newspaperman spoke cm as an
“epidemic of burglaries.” Here, too, was an area for criticism
of the municipal authorities.
The cases of housebreaking are numerous, and mra plunderers of
private dwellings in the wantonness of Emmn._:nm destroy what
they cannot carry away. Carpets are cut to pieces and furniture
broken to pieces by these wretches. We hear of persons mwomm?
ing an insurance against theft, at 5%. The laws, the city regula-
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tions, the municipal police ought to be the insurers of the proper-
ty of every citizen. . , .3

Breaking and entering was not the only means of taking ad-
vantage of the city’s disorganization. Swindlers attempted to
defraud the Savings Bank by presenting falsified passbooks,
while businessmen were accused of using the epidemic as an
excuse for defaulting on their obligations.

The poor, deserving and undeserving, resented the un-
wonted intrusion of authority into their affairs. As had been
the case in epidemics since the Middle Ages, the lower classes
forcibly discouraged attempts to take their sick to hospitals,
which were regarded as little more than charnel houses,
Physicians and city officials were attacked and brutally beaten.
Mobs opposed the precipitate burial of the dead that had been
dictated by the Special Medical Council. The inmates of one
tenement, “a miscellaneous mob of men and women,” blocked
the hallways of their building, forcing the authorities to
lower a coffin out of a window. When it reached the ground,
the women of the building stood upon it to prevent its being
taken away. They had planned to wake the corpse, and a
sizable number of black eyes and bloody noses on both sides
testified to the fervor of their convictions.??

The Five Points, the city’s red-light district, had always
been an object of distaste for the respectable, but at no time
was their indignation greater than during the epidemic. The
case rate was highest in this moral slough, and the disease soon
spread to respectable citizens unfortunate enough to live in
the vicinity.

The Five Points . . . are inhabited by a race of beings of all
colours, ages, sexes, and nations, though generally of but one condi-
tion, and that . . . almost of the vilest brute. With such a crew,

1 Evening Post (New York), July 23, 1832. At least some of this vandalism
must have stemmed from resentment toward those whose wealth had allowed
them to escape the epidemic.

32 Commercial Advertiser (New York), July 3, August 14, 1832,
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inhabiting the most populous and nmnﬂu_ moﬁ%%naomwﬁmrmrw_wm
i om pesti %
hen may we be considered secure fr : . air
MVR from Heaven, their breath would contaminate it and in

fect it with disease.?3

William A. Caruthers, a young Virginia @rr%%ﬁmn ma.ﬂ MQMMW
1 o1
ist-to-be, helping to treat the poor in the kive
Ho%&% at nrw awmnﬂ% he saw—far worse, :nﬂ_mmnn .Emmnﬁ MM“M
ill-used of slaves in his n
be found among the most ill use
Wﬂﬂnwo .H.nrn wnrmvmﬁsﬁui the Five Points mnnanm_no the ﬂosﬂw
1 heart, they endure
hvsician no longer human. Dead at
wrw_ﬂd like “a flock of sheep swept off suddenly ww» MoEM
distemper.” Rum was their only anodyne. .H.omﬁm 0 an
distributed by the benevolent had to be cut into quarters, or
i s were pawned for drink.* . .
::mﬁ %mwn Nwe mrnwnrcuﬂm epidemic had reached its Jﬁmrﬂ.
W:Mﬁn brought with it a gradual but mna.mm% ..monrno n "rM
number of new cases, and though the ﬂu_moﬁwn mBoc_Mﬁ..M
on throughout that fall, it had completely disappeared by
hristmas. .
¢ ,w:a factors causing its subsidence can, in .H.aﬁo.mmonﬁ only
be guessed at, even by the trained epidemiologist. Almost
certainly, however, an important reason was the ﬁ__m.mmvnm.ﬂ‘
ance of dense concentrations of susceptuible persons rﬁ:mrpm
crowded and filthy conditions. Those 0m. the poor who ha
not died either had some sort of immunity or had been re-
moved by the authorities to less exposed quarters. Q..Eumnmﬁrﬁ
the temperature and humidity may have affected either the
cholera vibrio or the ability of the water supply to act as a
carrier. In any case, cholera’s stay in Zn,.a York was m_.:wn”
and left behind no endemic foci from which new epidemics

might originate.

812. The area was known as the
38 Evening Post (New York), July 23, 1832. 1T ¢ s
Five Wﬂmﬂuﬂwﬂnnwcmn it centered on a square at which five streets intersecte

34 Caruthers, The Kentuckian in New-York ... (New York, 1834), I1, 28-29.
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In the first weeks of August, merchants began to insert no-
tices in the newspapers, announcing that they were open for
business and urging the immediate return of those who had
fled. The city, they reassured, held no perils for the temperate
and prudent. (Still, the Special Medical Council could not
declare itself in favor of such a course. It warned those safely
ensconced in the country not to risk the fatigue and anxiety
of the trip back to the city.) It soon became apparent that
the epidemic had spent itself; in the second half of August,
the refugees began to trickle back into the city. On August
28, the Special Medical Council pronounced New York safe,
and two days later issued its last cholera report. As early as
August 20, the Board of Health had begun to close the cholera
hospitals, displaying an alacrity conspicuously absent in its
preparations for the epidemic. On August 27, the board be-
gan to make provisions for the storage and inventory of its
remaining supplies. By the end of the month, only one hos-
pital remained open.

With the last days of August, the city began to come fully
alive. Some of the “most abominable cowards,” it was ob-
served, were already “becoming satirical.” John Pintard, who
stayed through the whole terrible summer, was pleased at the
return of New York to its accustomed animation. His usually

acrid prose became almost joyous as he described the resup-
rected metropolis.

The stores are all open, foorwalks lined with bales and Boxes &
streets crowded with carts & porters cars. What a contrast to the
middle of July when this Bazar of our dry-goods [Pear] Street]
had appeared as still & gloomy as the Valley of the Shadow of
death, here and there a solitary person standing at the door or
leaning across the ¢mpty counters mourning over his departed
custom. Now all life & bustle, smiling faces, clerks busy in making
out Bills, porters in unpacking & repacking Boxes, joy & anima-
tion in every countenance.3s

35 Pintard, op. cit., IV, go. This letter is dated August 18, 1832,
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But the epidemic had not become a memory for all New
Yorkers. William Dunlap wrote on September 3 that EMMN
people were dying than when the Corporation _.n_uoﬂm J
And the winter promised to be a severe one: there were hun-
dreds of widows and orphans to be provided for, and beggars
could be found in every busy street.

Americans prided themselves on their railroads, canals, Hmna
steamboats. Before the end of 1832, cholera was to travel on
them all. Few communities, however remote, 88@&.5 EM
its; and hastily dug graves in every state _uoqin.o: Maine an
Wisconsin bore witness to the extent of nro_n.nm s wanderings.
It followed the army of General mnonm against .anw.rméwm
killing white and Indian alike E‘.a spreading to gumooam_ﬂ mﬂ
Illinois. So terrifying was the disease that settlers mumnnnw the
shelter of Chicago, where it had vuowa.b out, preferring ﬁ.m
take their chances with the scalping knives of the mmﬂumam.m

New York was probably the most thoroughly mno:%n.
among the states. Each of the thriving towns along mra. rie
Canal suffered in its turn, n._omw:.m quarantines and _mm?EEm_nm
attempts at “purification.” But M.ﬂ was the immense mortality
of the epidemic in New York City that attracted mOSt atten-
tion. Accounts soon filled the columns of :Q.ﬂmwwmnwm in 949.%
part of the country; and local governments in New Eﬁwﬁm.
the South, and the West absorbed in their turn the abuse Mn
indignation of fellow citizens. What town O.HEE boast nm :um
freedom from the filth and decay ér.._n_._ invited cholera?
Even rural areas contained piles of mmm.ﬁdnm manure and other
nuisances capable of attracting the disease,

86 Dunlap, op. ¢it., IV, 617. .

87 Harvey E. Brown, The Medical Department of the Cmam.mmm_.ﬂwmmmhﬂﬂw
from 1776 to 1873 (Washington, 1873), pp. 149-52; Fran &d&mmn :.mﬁ.@.
Blackbhawk War (Chicago, 1903), pp. 242-50; and Augustus ;

i lera Visitations of 1832,”
Lakes, with an Account of the Cho i
Www__m“.nwmc%n& the Buffalo Historical Society, V' (1902), pp. 310-15, all con

'~ ”
tain accounts of General Scott’s “cholera campaign.
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The larger cities established cholera hospitals, instituted
feverish clean-ups, and continued their quarantines. Despite
these efforts, only Boston and Charleston among America’s
larger cities were to escape; New Orleans was probably the
most severely visited. Cholera claimed five thousand lives in
the Crescent City.?®

The South was spared until August and September. Some
sections, escaping lightly even then, were to be visited with
greater severity in the spring of 1833, when the disease, quies-
cent during the cold of winter, broke out with undiminished
virulence in the West and South. Small villages, even isolated
farms, were stricken. And here the disease was most terrify-
ing: it had to be faced alone, often without friend, minister,
or physician. The appearance of cholera in even the smallest
hamlet was the signal for a general exodus of the inhabitants,
who, in their headlong flight, spread the disease throughout
the surrounding countryside.

Unswayed by the arguments of physicians, common folk
msisted that the disease must be contagious. In Chester, Penn-
sylvania, several persons suspected of carrying the pestilence
were reportedly murdered, along with the man who had
sheltered them. Armed Rhode Islanders turned back New
Yorkers fleeing across Long Island Sound. At Ypsiland, the
local militia fired upon the mail stage from cholera-infested
Detroit, Everywhere there were stringent quarantines. The
newly arrived foreign immigrants were particularly feared.
Even if they did not carry the disease, the dirty and crowded
conditions in which they lived and moved provided the per-
fect soil in which to germinate the seeds of pestilence.

Those who could deserted cides for the pure air and waters
of the countryside. Those who could not experimented with

38 Theodore Clapp’s Autobiographical Sketches and Recollections . ., (Bos-
ton, 1858), pp. 117-52, contains an excellent account of the epidemic in New
Orleans. Cf. Leland A. Langridge, “Asiatic Cholera in Louisiana, 1832-1873”
(unpublished Master’s thesis, Lonisiana State University, 1955). A yellow fever
epidemic which raged simultaneously claimed almost as many lives as cholera
in the unfortunate city.
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other means of prevention. Many dosed themselves with the
“cholera preventives” which enriched apothecaries and quacks
throughout the country. A greater number took refuge in
alcohol; French brandy and port were held in particularly
high esteem for their bracing qualities. The more temperate
enveloped themselves in camphor vapors, hoping to neutralize
the cholera influence which tainted the atmosphere, while
many communities hoped to achieve the same end with the
fumes of burning tar or pitch. In New Orleans, such clouds
of smoke covered whole blocks. No chances could be taken,
no possibility ignored. On one Louisiana plantation, the main
house was fumigated morning and evening with burning sugar
and vinegar, while its inhabitants were enveloped at all times
in clouds of dense smoke from tar burning in the yard. Meats
were served smothered in garlic, and no one ventured abroad
without camphor somewhere on his person.*®

The epidemic provoked anxiety even in those places fortu-
nate enough to have escaped its effects. Cholera created a
peculiar tension—in the words of a young Bostonian, “a state
about midway between hope and fear.” For some, this ten-
sion, added to a life of tedium and hard work, was almost too
much to bear. One rural mother, unsure if her son were alive
or dead, scrawled in her diary: “Our anxiety increases. The
troubles of my life are neither few nor small I have felt today,
as tho the brittle thread would not last long.”*® Mothers
feared for their young children, even those seemingly healthy.
In cholera times, the slightest malaise might be a premonitory
symptom of the disease. The country, especially clean and
elevated places, seemed to offer the only security against the
disease.

Despite many pious hopes, cholera was no converting ordi-

39 Mary Holley, St. Charles Parish, to her daughter Harrietta, November 10,
1832, Mary Holley Papers, University of Texas, cited in William D. Postell,
Heaith of Slaves on Southern Plantations (Baton Rouge, 1951), pp- 76 78.

40 Diary of Lucretia Mott Hall, August 12, 1832, Manuscript Division, New
York Historical Society.
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nance. The ﬁnmo:m seemed merely to have been hardened in
their depravity, though the spiritually minded Christian was
confirmed in his faith. Deserted streets and desolate towns
_.n_msn..n.m to life with almost indecent haste. Even before the
nvﬁmﬁho had run its course, the infidel theaters had opened
their doors. In September, Philadelphians applauded Mr.
Hackett as a dashing Colonel Nimrod Wildfire, while in New
York, Mr. Rice was enjoying his usual success as Jim Crow.

Cholera returned again in 1833 and 1834, then vanished as
mUEme as it had come. It was to be fifteen years before it
was again to find root in American soil.
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