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A l l 

THE CHOLERA EPIDEMIC IN AMERICA 1832-1833 

I n the H i s t o r y of Pub l ic H e a l t h in Amer ica , e m p h a s i s h a s b e e n p laced o n 
t h e m o r t a l i t y r a t e s by Small-pox, Meas les a n d Yellow Fever , b u t t h e Chole ra 
e p i d e m i c of 1832-1833, r e p e a t e d twice — af te r a few decades , is s e ldom m e n t i o n e d . 
Cho le ra first i nvaded t h e N e w Wor ld t h r o u g h M o n t r e a l w h e n a sh ip w i t h s ick 
i m m i g r a n t s f r o m Cork, I r e l and , w a s a l lowed to dock in 1832. The e p i d e m i c of 
Cholera p rompt ly affected t h e E a s t Coas t of t h e Amer i can Cont inen t f rom 
C a n a d a to Argent ina , pene t r a t i ng in land , and w a s t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t cause 
of d e a t h d u r i n g t h a t pe r iod . 

A survey in s t a n d a r d t ex t s of Publ ic H e a l t h a n d Trop ica l Dideases , such as 
Manson ' s (1954) ind ica te s t h a t Cholera w a s e n d e m i c in Lower Bengal a n d 
C e n t r a l China f rom t h e r e m o t e s t an t iqu i ty . I t w a s first k n o w n to E u r o p e a n s 
w h e n the P o r t u g u e s e phys ic ian Garc ia d 'Or ta descr ibed it in h i s Coloquios 
dos Simples a t Goa, I nd i a in 1563. Cho le ra began to ex t end over Asia s ince 1817 
a n d invaded E u r o p e t h r o u g h Marse i l le in 1830. Af t e rwards t h e r e w e r e r e p e a t e d 
ep idemics in E u r o p e t h e yea r s 1848, 1851, 1865, 1884 a n d 1892. Cholera appea red 
aga in in E u r o p e dur ing the F i r s t Wol rd W a r a n d y ea r s la ter . 

Accounts of t h e E u r o p e a n ep idemics of Chole ra a re c o m m o n a n d well 
d o c u m e n t e d , b u t cur ious ly enough t h e s t u d y of t h e Cholera E p i d e m i c s in t h e 
Amer i can Con t inen t ha s neve r been done , a n d even M a n s o n (1954) failed t o 
m e n t i o n t h e m , a l t h o u g h Chole ra r a n k s second to n o n e in m o r t a l i t y r a t e s a m o n g 
e p i d e m i c d i seases in Amer ica . 

Cholera invaded the N e w World w h e n the ship Voyageur wh ich left 
Cork, I r e l a n d du r ing the Cholera ep idemic of 1831-1832, w i t h I r i sh i m m i g r a n t s , 
r e a c h e d Canada . I t w a s given a t Grosse Is le , a t t h e St . L a w r e n c e River a c lean 
bil l of h e a l t h on t h e 7th of J u n e 1832, desp i t e it c a r r i e d Chole ra pa s senge r s , a n d 
t o u c h e d Quebec on r o u t e for Mon t r ea l . Dur ing t h e w e e k f rom t h e 8th t o t h e 
15th J u n e 1832 t h e Quebec I m m i g r a n t Hosp i t a l a d m i t t e d 259 cases of Chole ra 
w i t h 162 d e a t h s ; soon t h e cases o u t n u m b e r e d t h e b e d s ava i lab le a t t he Quebec 
H o s p i t a l s a n d t e n t s h a d to b e e r ec t ed on the Pla ins of A b r a h a m to a t t e n d t h e 
sick. F r o m J u n e to S e p t e m b e r 1832 t h a t l as ted th i s f i rs t Chole ra ep idemic , t h e r e 
w e r e in Quebec a lone 3.851 d e a t h s . At the a r r iva l of t h e sh ip Voyageur a t M o n t r e a l 
w i t h t w o cases of Cholera , t h e e p i d e m i c s u d d e n d l y i nvaded t h e ci ty a n d t h e r e 
w e r e 800 d e a t h s of Chole ra in M o n t r e a l a lone in t h e f irs t t w o w e e k s a n d wel l 
over 4000 d u r i n g t h e s u m m e r of 1832. 

A dif ferent p o r t of e n t r a n c e of t h e Chole ra e p i d e m i c f rom E u r o p e w a s 
N e w Or leans w h e r e t h e Chole ra e p i d e m i c a p p e a r e d in Oc tobe r 1832 af te r t he 
a r r iva l of a sh ip , a n d the d isease i nvaded the Miss iss ippi valley, r e a c h e d t h e 
Pacific Coast a n d N o r t h e r n Mexican t e r r i t o r i e s l ike Texas a n d Coahui la . A 
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t h i r d invas ion of Cho le ra a p p e a r e d in La H a b a n a in 1833 w h i c h p a s s e d by sh ip 
to Y u c a t a n a n d m a i n l a n d Mexico c a u s i n g g rea t mor t a l i t y . I n t e r e s t i n g l i t e r a t u r e 
o n t h e Chole ra e p i d e m i c h a s b e e n r e p r o d u c e d ( G u e r r a 1955) s h o w i n g i m p o r t a n t 
a s p e c t s of t he p o r t of e n t r a n c e , a r e a s affected, m o r t a l i t y r a t e s , t r e a t m e n t r ecomen-
d e d a n d o t h e r f ea tu res . I n Mexico City, for i n s t ance , m o r t a l i t y in t w o q u a r t e r s 
w h e r e poor people w e r e loca ted , San t i ago a n d S a n Diegui to shows t h a t d u r i n g 
t h e week f rom the 26th Ju ly to t h e 4 th Augus t 1833 Chole ra p r o d u c e d 1.343 d e a t h s . 
Mexican r epor t s in t h a t pe r iod ind ica te t h a t ch emi ca l ana lys is of w a t e r 
supp l ies w e r e d o n e to s h o w t h e degree of c o n t a m i n a t i o n by Sul fur der iva t ives , 
a n d chemica l p r epa ra t i ons w e r e r e c o m m e n d e d to purify the e n v i r o n n e m e n t , bes ide 
t h e u s u a l m e t h o d s of i so la t ion a n d q u a r a n t i n e . 

T h e effect of Cho le ra in o t h e r a r e a s of S p a n i s h Amer ica d u r i n g t h e first 
ep idemic of 1832-1833 w e r e i m p o r t a n t a n d deserve bo ths , m o r e local s tud ie s a n d 
a gene ra l a n d c o m p r e h e n s i v e ana lys i s of th is ex t r eme ly i n t e r e s t i ng ep idemic . 
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