
IntroductIon

duRing the summeR of 1793, ships from the Caribbean brought an 
unwelcome but all too frequent visitor to Philadelphia—the yellow fe-
ver virus. The virus had caused repeated, though relatively limited, out-

breaks in the city since at least the early 1700s, but the epidemic of 1793 was 
different. not confined to the docks or even the city, the virus spread along 
the watersheds of the Delaware, Schuylkill, and Susquehanna Rivers, sick-
ening and killing victims a hundred miles from the city’s harbor. Confusion 
about the origins of the sickness, how to prevent it, and treatments swirled 
among Philadelphia’s medical community and civil authorities. In the end, 
cold autumn weather ended the outbreak, though some doctors insisted that 
their efforts brought the epidemic to a close. Almost two centuries later, 
in 1976, another mysterious disease emerged in Philadelphia. Most of the 
victims were in some way connected to a single hotel and a convention it 
hosted. Reaction by the medical community in the city and state was swift; 
victims who died were autopsied, tissues collected, and tests run to identify 
the cause. Within months of the first case, scientists identified a bacterium 
responsible for causing an infection the press dubbed legionnaires’ disease. 
With the pathogen identified, authorities mandated effective preventive mea-
sures while clinicians devised treatment regimens.

The history of public health and medicine in Pennsylvania links the state 
to a larger narrative of health and disease throughout the United States and 
the world. The great plagues of yellow fever, cholera, influenza, and AIDS 
that swept America and the globe also killed hundreds of thousands of the 
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commonwealth’s citizens. In its fight against disease, humanity has con-
stantly sought to formulate effective preventive measures and medicines, and 
in this effort the achievements of Pennsylvania’s universities, hospitals, and 
scientists influenced the well-being of people far beyond its borders. It is 
hoped that readers will come to realize the central role Pennsylvania played 
in humanity’s understanding of, and progress against, disease. To be sure, the 
state’s history of medicine has not been uniformly successful; urbanization 
boosted death rates for decades, as it did in every industrialized nation in the 
nineteenth century, while diet-associated diabetes, cardiovascular disease, 
and certain forms of cancer, to say nothing of AIDS, gun violence, and drug 
abuse, continue to take the lives of the state’s citizens. The Health of the Com-
monwealth, then, is an evolving narrative whose contours stretch back to the 
earliest days of the colony and into a future filled with unforeseen challenges.

yet Pennsylvania’s medical history is not an absolute template for other 
American states because its history is unique. not only did Pennsylvania 
begin as a colony long before colonials came to dominate the rest of British 
north America, but its founding as an experiment in religious tolerance un-
der a benevolent proprietorship marked Pennsylvania as different from other 
colonies. Its largest town, Philadelphia, grew into the greatest city and port 
in the colonies. As industrialization transformed the world’s socioeconomic 
conditions, laborers drew from its ground the coal and iron that remade the 
bucolic state into the nation’s industrial powerhouse. By the turn of the twen-
tieth century, Philadelphia and Pittsburgh offered different pictures of Amer-
ican cities; the former was the most ethnically homogenous in the nation, the 
latter the most diverse in terms of ethnic and racial makeup. When other 
states either had no medical schools or, even worse, possessed only diploma 
mills whose classrooms produced little more than laymen who masqueraded 
as physicians, Pennsylvania counted a half dozen medical programs, two of 
which ranked among the best in the nation.

Historians have not ignored the medical history of the state, but no de-
finitive statewide history of medicine exists. To be sure, scholars found the 
medical histories of Philadelphia and Pittsburgh attractive subjects to re-
search. One of the earliest monographs was J. H. Powell’s 1949 work, Bring 
Out your Dead: The Great Plague of yellow Fever in Philadelphia in 1793, still 
a standard in the field seven decades after its publication. Industrialized Phil-
adelphia proved an even more fertile field for explication, with Sam Alewitz’s 
Filthy Dirty: A Social History of Unsanitary Philadelphia in the late Nineteenth 
Century an outstanding overview of the environmental degradation present 
in every quarter of the city. Michael P. McCarty’s Typhoid and the Politics of 
Public Health in Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia reminds readers that sim-



I n t r o d u c t I o n  |  3

plistic explanations that reduce environmental decay and disease to by-
products of the age ignore the political decisions that helped propagate such 
conditions even after technology existed to reduce deaths from waterborne 
diseases.

The stunningly poor conditions in Pittsburgh, meanwhile, produced a 
slew of environmental and medical histories. This field of study in Pittsburgh 
is dominated by the works of Roy lubove, whose two-volume study, 
 Twentieth-Century Pittsburgh, is a touchstone in the field, while Joel Tarr’s 
two comprehensive works, Devastation and Renewal and The Search for the 
Ultimate Sink, are both imaginative retellings of Pittsburgh’s environment as 
well as incisive analyses of pollution and pollution abatement in the city. 
Between Pennsylvania’s two great cities lay the interior of the state, largely 
rural and dotted with small villages and towns. Though the scholarship on 
this area, home to millions of the state’s residents by the twentieth century, 
remains thin, Karol K. Weaver’s article “‘She Knew All the Old Remedies’: 
Medical Caregiving and neighborhood Women of the Anthracite Coal Re-
gion of Pennsylvania” and her book Medical Caregiving and Identity in Penn-
sylvania’s Anthracite Region, 1880–2000 offer insights into the important role 
of women and medical care in the small towns and tiny patches of the state’s 
eastern coal fields.

The healTh of The CommonwealTh rests on the premise that the 
 history of medicine in Pennsylvania is no less vital to understanding the 
state’s past than is its political or industrial history. Students of Pennsylvania’s 
past often overlook the impact that disease, and efforts to combat disease, 
exerted on the state’s history. This is a grave mistake. Perhaps the explanation 
for medicine’s absence from the public’s understanding of Pennsylvania’s his-
tory is found in the influence that great political, military, and industrial 
moments in Pennsylvania’s history exert over the imagination. When people 
remember the seminal moments in Pennsylvania’s history, most recall the 
events of 1775 and 1776 that culminated in the Declaration of Independence, 
the protracted hardship of valley Forge, and the bloodbath at Gettysburg. 
Great trends in Pennsylvania, for instance the dominance of the coal, iron, 
and steel industries, and the postindustrial collapse of each of those economic 
engines, are also familiar. With the exception of large epidemics, the subtle 
course of disease and healing that influences the lives of all people often 
eludes even the keen observer; most people know intuitively that throughout 
much of Pennsylvania’s past people lived without benefit of modern medi-
cine, that soldiers wounded on the state’s battlefields faced grim prospects for 
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recovery, and that sanitation was primitive. These realities are accepted as 
simply the conditions of life in the past, conditions that seemed to have 
straightened themselves out in a rather linear progression with the steady 
march of time and science.

Of course, we do not accept that industrial methods, weapons technol-
ogy, political change, or any other facet of human endeavor were simply 
destined to progress. Instead, we acknowledge that important decisions and 
actions, both planned and accidental, taken by people, some well known and 
others obscure or unknown, defined the course and progress of, for instance, 
the iron and steel industry. The same is true of health and medicine in the 
commonwealth. At times, Pennsylvania reformers and scientists changed the 
course of medical history for the better, perhaps most notably in the case of 
the first polio vaccine, which was developed at the University of Pittsburgh. 
A delay of only a year in the delivery of the vaccine would have condemned 
thousands more children to their graves or mechanical breathers for the rest 
of their lives. Fifty years earlier in the same city, water purification was de-
layed for a decade because of political fighting over the distribution of graft-
laden contracts connected to the construction of the purification system. The 
delay was responsible for the deaths of thousands of people who need not 
have died from waterborne illness. The history of medicine is not solely a 
technocratic history but rather a techno-social history that requires not just 
an understanding of science but also a recognition that technology must be 
implemented, and people—politicians, physicians, and the public—have the 
final say over what technology is adapted, for whom, and at what pace.

A fair narrative of the state’s medical past encompasses not only the sort 
of scientific medicine that most people associate with “real” medicine but also 
the native American medicine, premodern European folk medicine, and un-
conventional medical practices that competed with allopathic medicine.1 Fur-
thermore, constructing the medical history of Pennsylvania demands great 
emphasis on the role of public health, especially the great achievements in 
sanitation and water purification that have saved untold numbers of lives, and 
on the role of public medicine—for example, the building of the state’s im-
mense tuberculosis sanitaria and the great Philadelphia public hospital, Phil-
adelphia General. Both public health and public medicine reduced morbidity 
and mortality in the state long before effective treatments were developed for 
most diseases. While not a seamless narrative, The Health of the Common-
wealth, I hope, conveys the many strands of disease, medicine, and public 
health thought and practice throughout Pennsylvania’s historical eras coher-
ently and with due attention paid to the overall historical context.




