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historical highlights

The Infamous Typhoid Mary

Early in this century, a middle‑aged Irishwoman named Mary Mallon immigrated to New York State to work as a cook in the houses of the wealthy. What followed is a classic historical example of a chronic carrier state. Seven of the eight families for which Mallon worked over a 7‑year period were stricken by typhoid fever, and several of them died. A physician who specialized in diagnosing the disease spent months attempting to trace the source of the epidemic. Water, milk, food, and the environment were all tested for the presence of the typhoid bacillus, but to no avail.

Eventually, the doctor began to consider the possibility that the cook had been the culprit, and he set out to find her. But when finally tracked down, the wary and uncooperative Mary ran away. Because of the serious threat she posed to public health, the police were enlisted to capture her and take her to a hospital, where she was imprisoned. When tests for the pathogen proved positive, she was offered two ways to gain her freedom  – have her gallbladder removed or stop working as a cook. Mary rejected both choices. She was released after 3 years on the condition that she not ply her trade, but she went right back to kitchen work, shedding bacilli and causing more disease and death. After she was at last apprehended, she spent the remainder of her life as a ward of the hospital and went to her grave stubbornly denying that she had ever been “Typhoid Mary.”
Be sure to read the Long Island Historical Society article entitled “Dinner with Typhoid Mary”;

http://www.lihistory.com/7/hs702a.htm
Nova presents the 1919 article that Dr. George A. Soper wrote about his identification of Mary Mallon as a carrier of typhoid fever. As fascinating as anything Conan Doyle ever wrote, read this first person account at:

http://www.nova.edu/~kornblau/LE_class/typhoid.html
