{From The Chronicles of Samuel Foulke of Richland}
Samuel Foulke and the Yellow Fever Plague of 1762

By Jack H. Schick

During Samuel Foulke’s lifetime (1718-1797), Richland and Milford Townships in Northern Bucks County were known as healthy places to live.  In communities built in a swamp with the endemic mosquitoes, ticks, and the bad water associated with a marshy environment, that fact might be surprising.  But, there are almost no reports of wide spread diseases throughout the region’s early history.  Families in the area averaged almost ten children. In fact, Samuel and Ann Greasley Foulke had ten children themselves. The local infant mortality rate was less than the overall average in the Province during that period. Eight of the Foulke’s children lived to adulthood. Residents of the Great Swamp, as the townships continued to be known through most of the 18th century, lived to a ‘ripe old age’ more often than in many other regions of Pennsylvania or America.  Samuel Foulke died at age 79, substantially above the colonial era average. 

Perhaps the relative good health of the citizens in Richland and Milford was due to the nature of the people who initially settled in the area during the early 1700’s.  It required a hardy composition, courage, and great faith to abandon the ‘developed areas’ of Philadelphia, Abington, Chester County and Lower Bucks to settle in a boggy wilderness that was still inhabited by panthers, rattlesnakes and Indians. Perhaps it was because of the remoteness and isolation early settlers experienced on their widely spaced farms, or the physical work associated with clearing and running those farms that kept them healthy.  A day and more travel on crude roads or paths to established communities such as Byberry, Gwynedd, Whitemarsh or Newtown may have insulated Upper Bucks from the epidemics that frequently spread through the more heavily populated areas of Pennsylvania during the Colonial Period.  Or, perhaps it was the fastidious lifestyles of the Quakers, Mennonites and others who established the first communities in “The Richlands” that promoted a longer, healthier life. 

While the relatively sparse population in “The Swamp” did not promote the spread of illnesses, larger towns were frequently ravaged by disease. Epidemics that left death and debility in their wake struck the American colonies with frightening regularity. Doctors of the era had a poor understanding of the causes of these plagues and frequently used inept or erroneous treatments that seldom helped the victims. Basic infection control habits, such as hand washing and properly disposing of sewage, were not recognized or practiced. 

Most immigrants arrived in America after strenuous sea voyages of up to twelve weeks.  They almost always suffered from dietary deficiencies and other weaknesses incurred on their journeys. When they finally arrived, they found that there was a chronic shortage of many supplies in the colonies. Immigrants suffered a continuing food shortage until working farms could be established, which sometimes took years of hard work.  These conditions exacerbated newcomers’ already degraded physical condition.

Philadelphia, though laid out on higher ground between the Schuylkill and Delaware Rivers, had many low-lying and marshy areas along the waterways. Some residents lived in muddy, dug out caves in the river banks. The conditions provided a natural breeding ground for mosquitoes, which we now know are vectors for many serious diseases.  The multicultural aspect of the city also exposed residents to alien diseases for which they’d developed no immunity. 

Philadelphia was one of the hottest and dampest towns on the east cost of America. Renowned Pennsylvania physician and climatologist, Benjamin Rush, said: “We have the humidity of Great Britain in the spring; the heat of Africa in the summer; the temperature of Italy in June; the sky of Egypt in autumn; the snows of Norway and ice of Holland in the winter; the tempests of the West Indies in each season; the variable winds of Great Britain every month of the year.” (Burt, p.325)

In the early 18th century, Philadelphia was one of the fastest growing cities in the British Empire.  In 1720, the estimated population of the city was less than 10,000 people.  By 1750, there were over 25,000 residents. Over the same period, Pennsylvania’s population had grown from about 40,000 to nearly 150,000.  Planned as a spacious, green, country town, Philadelphians soon began dividing the large city blocks with narrow streets and alleys. Small, dark, row houses built along these lanes promoted the accumulation of filth and fostered the spread of disease. As a major port city, the importation of foreign diseases was common. Between 1699 and 1799, Philadelphia suffered through sixty-six epidemics--thirteen smallpox, six measles, nine respiratory illnesses, eleven of scarlet fever, thirteen of yellow fever, one flux, two typhoid, three typhus, two diphtheria and six unclassified. (Shultz, p. 2)

In the journal he kept while he was serving as a Representative in the Pennsylvania Provincial Assembly, Samuel Foulke wrote of an epidemic that was raging through The City in September of 1762.  He described it as a “Violent Infectious Distemper” that doctors were unable to identify.  “On some it had all ye Symptoms of ye Yellow Fever, on some ye Spotted, and on Others ye putrid Fever,” Foulke wrote.  “(It) carried off people of the most hale and hearty constitution in four or five days and some in less time.”  The suffering and death shocked and worried him. He’d heard about them but had never witnessed a plague first hand. Foulke believes, as did many others that the disease was “brought by a Vessel with Slaves from Africa.”  

As future evaluations proved, it was actually a Yellow Fever epidemic. Dr. John Redman saw his first patient, with the symptoms he’d soon become depressingly familiar with, on August 28, 1762.  His records show that the disease was at its peak in September. By the end of October the epidemic was nearly over, though a few lingering cases continued to be treated until the end of the year.  Thousands of Philadelphia’s citizens were affected. Many hundreds of them died, though no reliable count is available.

Historical investigations of this deadly plague suggest a source other than a slave boat from Africa. Dr. Redman offered his guess of the origin of the 1762 epidemic:


Small black tenements, forming a kind of court, the entrance to which 
was by two narrow alleys from Front and Pine Streets, and where 
sailors often had their lodgings, to which a sick sailor from on board a 
vessel from Havana (where the fever then raged) was brought 
privately after night, before the vessel had come up to town, to the 
house of one Leadbetter, where he soon died, and was secretly 
buried; and I believe Leadbetter, with most of his family and many 
others in that court, soon after fell a sacrifice to the distemper. 









(Redman, p. 12)

Doctor Redman’s apprentice, Dr. Benjamin Rush, identified another possible source:


Several cases of Yellow Fever in August appeared to have been 
caused by a 
quantity of damaged coffee thrown upon Mr. Ball’s 
wharf and in the adjoining dock…and which had putrefied there to the 
great annoyance of the whole neighborhood. (Rush, p. 43)

As a Bucks County’s representative from Richland, Samuel Foulke was required to lodge in Philadelphia that autumn to attend the Assembly session.  He was more than justified in fearing for his own health.  He wrote that, on his daily walk to the Assembly Hall (now Independence Hall), “especially in the lower part of ye City,” he witnessed sickness and death all around him.  Dr. Rush commented, “the bilious yellow fever prevailed in Philadelphia, after a very hot summer, and spread like a plague, carrying off daily, for some time, upwards of twenty persons.” Samuel Foulke was present throughout most of the epidemic.  (Rush, p.44)

The suffering Foulke witnessed was horrifying.  Yellow Fever outbreaks were the most fearsome and deadly of any of the colonial plagues. Journals of the time describe symptoms as including: violent fever, hemorrhaging from the nose and mouth, burning pain in the liver, back and head, excessive expectoration from the lungs, a dilation of the pupils, nausea and vomiting of a black substance, bloody diarrhea, coma, convulsions, swelling of glands in the neck and groin, and jaundice by the third or fifth day.  The fever usually abated by the third day, but returned on the fourth with excessive heat but cold extremities and was frequently followed by death on the fifth or seventh day. (Rush, p. 44)

In letters sent home, Samuel Foulke discouraged his family and neighbors from visiting The City under any circumstances.  On the other hand, he persevered, regardless of the danger, and diligently attended his governmental business.  The protracted French and Indian War was finally coming to an end and arguments with the Proprietors (the Penn family) over taxation and legislative control were reaching a climax.  Foulke did eventually return safely home when the Assembly session ended for the winter holidays. In his journal, he thanked God that “thro’ the Merciful goodness and kindness of Divine providence,” he was spared.

It was not the last devastating affliction the city of Philadelphia was to suffer during Samuel Foulke’s first term in the Provincial Assembly. Less than six months after the Yellow Fever epidemic of 1762 had abated, an even more heart wrenching plague struck the city. Known by many other names including quinsy, bladders of the windpipe, throat distemper, and putrid sore throat; diphtheria was an illness that struck mostly the children.  

In the winter of 1763, an epidemic of “malignant sore throat,” as Foulke called it, killed many Philadelphia children. We can only speculate how Samuel Foulke, who was again in The City in attendance at the second Assembly session of his first term, reacted as this tragic illness spread through the city. He had lost his son Judah when he was less than a year old in 1752, and another son, Israel, died at age five in 1754. 

Perhaps an excerpt from the diary of Elizabeth Drinker, who lost her baby son, Charles, to diphtheria in March that year can reveal, to an extent, how the people of the City of Brotherly Love felt after losing so many adults, and then so many of their children.


[O]ur dear little one after diligent nursing had out grown most of his 
weakness and promised fair to be a fine Boy, became much oppressed 
with phlegm, insomuch that Doctor Redman’s opinion was that unless 
we could promote some evacuation he could not live, he ordered what 
he thought might prove a gentle vomit, agitated him much, but did not 
work, and in little more than 20 minuts fro ye time he took it, he 
expired aged 2 years 7 months and one day—about a week before he 
was fat, fresh and hearty—he cut a tooth a day before he dyed…thus 
was I suddenly deprived of my dear little Companion over whom, I 
had almost constantly watched, from the time of his birth, and his late 
thriving state seemed to promise a [reward] to all my pains—he died 
the 17 March, fourth day. 


(Drinker, p. 420)

These were two of the 64 plagues to strike the city in the 1700’s. Richland and Milford Townships were not spared the premature death of residents or the tragic loss of children in the 36 years Samuel Foulke served as Clerk (leader) of Richland Friends Quaker Meeting, or during the many decades he served as magistrate in Upper Bucks County. We can glimpse some of his heart and mind in his journal entries from that time; and, we can also, in this age of modern health care, appreciate the difficulties suffered during the building of our community, state and nation. 

References

Burt, Struthers. Philadelphia, Holy Experiment (Garden City: Doubleday, Doran and Comp., 1945) 

Crane, Elaine F. ed., The Diary of Elizabeth Drinker (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1991)

Foulke, Samuel, Excerpts from Samuel Foulke’s Journal, 300th Year Reunion 
Memorial Volume, The descendents of Edward and Eleanor Foulke; 

Redman, John. An Account of the Yellow Fever as it Prevailed in Philadelphia in the 
Autumn of 1762 (Philadelphia: College of Physicians of Phila. 1865)

Roberts, Clarence V. Early Friends Families of Upper Bucks County, assisted by 
Warren S. Ely, 1925, published by Clarence Roberts. 

Roberts, Ellwood. Old Richland Families, 1889, by Morgan Wills, Norristown

Rush, Benjamin. Medical Inquiries and Observations 4th edition, vol 3, (Phila M. Carey, 1815) 

Shultz, Suzanne M. Epidemics in Colonial Philadelphia 1699-1799, And Risk of Dying,
Early American Review, Winter-Spring 2007.

