
Philadelphia’s Yellow Fever Epidemic of 1793 
 
Like smallpox and cholera, few Americans, due to modern medicine, fortunately have little or no 
experience with yellow fever. In our nation’s early days, however, this was not the case. Yellow Fever 
made almost yearly visits to American seaports. In the summer of 1793, Philadelphia experienced one of 
America’s worst epidemics of yellow fever. Within three months, the disease had killed between 10 and 
15% of the city’s population.  The horrors of that summer fascinate our modern imaginations (at least 
mine…), but the take-away point here is not just how terrifying disease can be, but how willing 
individuals can affect change even when circumstances seem insurmountable. 
 
Since it’s not very familiar to us, let’s talk about yellow fever a little bit. Yellow fever is transmitted to 
human through the bite of an infected mosquito. Today, it’s found mostly in the tropical and subtropical 
regions of Africa and South America, and a vaccination is available to protect travelers and residents of 
these areas from the disease. Most people infected with yellow fever have no or mild symptoms. Those 
that do will experience fever, muscle pain (mainly a backache), headache, shivers, loss of appetite, 
nausea, and vomiting. About 15% of the diseases victims then develop jaundice, abdominal pain, organ 
dysfunction and failure, seizures, and coma. About 20 to 50% of these individuals will die. There is, 
perhaps, one slightly less negative thing we can say about yellow fever. Unlike many epidemic diseases, 
it’s not contagious; human-to-human transmission doesn’t occur. [1] 
 
In 1793, Philadelphia was not only America’s political capital, but its cultural and scientific center as well. 
Institutions like the College of Physicians and American Philosophical Society attracted the young 
nation’s medical and scientific elite. But, eighteenth-century medical and scientific knowledge had not 
yet discovered the cause of many common illnesses and epidemics; yellow fever was one of these. 
Philadelphia’s doctors disagreed over the cause of the epidemic. Some believed poor sanitation or the 
drought the city currently faced caused the disease. Others thought it was due to the city’s current 
cultural climate; French refugees from Haiti had just arrived in the city, seeking asylum following the 
Haitian slave revolt. Some doctors believed the newcomers brought the disease with them. [2] 
 
In fact, both theories held part of truth. The French-Haitians, though they may not have shown 
symptoms, carried the yellow fever virus. Pools of stagnant water, usually washed away by summer 
rains (but not in this drought year), bred large numbers of mosquitoes, which were in turn infected with 
the virus after feeding the refugees. The mosquitoes then fed on Philadelphians, passing yellow fever to 
them. [3] 
 
Doctors also knew little about how to treat it. The famous Dr. Benjamin Rush firmly believed bleeding 
and purging his patients would help treat the disease. Yellow fever is treated with rest and fluids; 
experimental cures certainly killed many patients or worsened their symptoms. Sanitation 
improvements to control mosquito populations would certainly have helped calm the spread, but 
without knowledge of the disease’s cause, these measures were not taken. [4] 
 
Throughout history, and today, disease outbreaks and epidemics came with a number of social and 
cultural consequences. The Philadelphia yellow fever epidemic was no different. Many residents left 
Philadelphia during the epidemic, and government and business enterprises ground to a halt. There 
were too few hospitals to care for the sick, too many dead to bury, and the number of widows and 
orphans in need of assistance swelled. [5] 
 



Philadelphia did have one saving grace, however: a number of the city’s leaders stepped up to the 
challenge, using their resources to care for the city’s residents. Dr. Rush, Mayor Clarkson, and other 
influential residents set up a temporary hospital; collected charity funds; disturbed food, firewood, 
clothing, and medicine; and organized care for the city’s orphans. Lack of knowledge regarding the 
disease’s origins made it impossible to prevent, but these courageous citizens did all they could to ease 
Philadelphia’s suffering. [6] 
 
The story of the Philadelphia yellow fever epidemic should make us thankful for the advances of modern 
medicine and organized municipal sanitation. Perhaps most striking, however, is vivid picture the 
epidemic paints of the many human reactions to fear and tragedy. 
 
The epidemic lasted approximately three months and killed approximately 5000 people during this time 
– about 10-15% of the city’s population. 
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