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Rarely in modern times do we stop to consider the diseases that once stalked children like the Grim Reaper in the night, ready to carry their souls into death.  Rarely do we stop to consider the horrible, rotting diseases that plagued Americans before the advent of antibiotics.  And rarely do we stop to consider how important in our lives are the things like soap and bleach that keep us clean and healthy.  Only when some ill-fated child falls to E. coli poisoning from uncooked meat and unwashed hands at the local fast food restaurant do we even get a glimpse into what Americans once faced every day.  Most diseases travel in the form of microscopic organisms that we cannot see with the naked eye, but even the most horrible of these diseases can usually be stopped today.  However, until the development of microscopes and germ theory, and the eventual discovery of penicillin, no one knew that those around them were falling ill at the hands of these tiny beasts.  And fall they did.  Entire families and neighborhoods fell to diseases that science has now conquered.

In 1917, America entered the First World War, and throughout the next two years, American soldiers died in battle on foreign soil.
  Perhaps more shocking, however was the influenza epidemic of 1918, that killed more Americans than the First World War.
  It was in this America that C.E. Terry wrote the poem “The Vital Statistician” that was published in The American Journal of Public Health.
  In his poem, Terry, the Health Editor of the journal The Delineator, who was, at one time, put in charge of a campaign to investigate the causes for infant death in a large number of American cities, writes of the shear numbers of human lives lost each year.
  The poem presents itself as a form of lamentation, over the way people become nothing but numbers in a mortality report once they die, over the ways people died, often of ignorance, and over the manner in which children died, robbed of their futures.  Also, though, Terry’s poem can be seen as a call to arms, an expression of his vision of what public health should be and was becoming in America.  Published in a journal of public health, it was intended for an audience of people in a position to fix the problems that Terry saw.  Largely, this poem can be used to demonstrate not only the sentiment of one put in charge of counting the dead, but also the prevailing conditions in which Americans of the early twentieth century lived.

One of the first themes presented in “The Vital Statistician” is that of the increasing marriage between science and medicine, as well as a move within science to use methods of quantification.  This manifests largely in Terry’s lamentations of the way people become numbers when they die.  When he describes his ledger full of notes on human deaths, he writes, “Page upon page of this great book I turn/ And scan its woeful entries, each a line/ A scant half- inch devoted to a soul.”
  These lines show the reader the way that death tolls were kept, and how what mattered was not the lives of the people, but rather how many people, in total, had died of one cause or another.  Also apparent is the way this quantification of human death managed to dehumanize those who had died, a fact about which Terry is quite saddened.  He writes, “So, down the line, each reason technical/ Denotes in facile terms, explains for us/ The passage of a soul, but does it deal/ With human misery lurking underneath?”
  While the common person lived, worked, struggled, suffered, and died, those in charge, the scientists, the statisticians, the doctors, cared not for the soul, the individual.  After all, thousands upon thousands of people were dying all of the time, particularly at the time of the poem from the Influenza Epidemic.  In fact, in October of 1918, New York recorded 851 flu deaths in one day.
 

Both the move in medicine toward more scientific methods and the movement of science toward quantification as a main methodology can be seen outside of “The Vital Statistician.”  With the bacteriological revolution and the discovery that tiny microorganisms cause disease, science and medicine were irrevocably linked.  Scientific discoveries in the latter half of the nineteenth century, especially those of French and German scientists such as Louis Pasteur, proved time after time that bacteria caused diseases.
   A marriage, then, was borne between science and medicine, creating a pattern where scientists would make discoveries and create cures that medicine then uses to care for patients.
  This science was not only one that sought to heal and prevent diseases, but also one that made moves to quantify, to put into numbers, aspects of the surrounding world.  This trend had begun long before Terry wrote “The Vital Statistician” and continues on today.  It can be seen most clearly in the 1839 publication of Samuel G. Morton's Crania Americana.  Morton attempted to quantify the differences between the races through the measurement of cranial capacity.  Though his scientific method was questioned later, his book still marks a trend toward creation of statistical measures for science, which continues on into the present day.
   Furthermore, the point Terry makes about the dehumanization of people extended well outside the reaches of science and medicine in the Industrial Revolution.  Around the turn of the century, the Industrial Revolution swept America, placing a good number of lower and middle class people in jobs where he or she was just one worker in hundreds, maybe thousands, of people who could do the same job equally well.
  This resulted in a society where people were seen, especially by those in power, as faceless, nameless masses, as individual as a machine.  

Perhaps the most poignant point of Terry’s poem is that where he writes of the deaths of children.  Terry, who had spent time counting the causes of the deaths of children, writes, “The saddest lines of this my table fair/ Deal not with age, whose three-score years and ten, / Entitle Death to gather in his fold, / . . . / Instead, it shows, in pitiful array, / A long procession of our babies gone,” and he then continues on to mourn the loss of these children.
  Recalling Terry’s job, to investigate infant mortality, a reader can see that Terry had a deep understanding of and care for the children who died.  He enumerates reasons for their deaths, disease, heat, filth, rotten food, and ignorance, and places the blame for the deaths on everyone, not just the parents who cared for them, but everyone in a position to prevent these deaths.  However, the strongest point from this section of the poem is a call to action.  He writes, “Will man pursue his folly to the end/ And starve and stunt and dwarf the seed he sows/ Scar with disease; with filth and ignorance tend/ This pride of all that in God’s garden grows?”
  In other words, above all other reasons, people need to strive to protect children because they are the future of the nation and of humanity, and children need to be cared for with tenderness and love in a rich environment where they can grow and develop properly, rather than in the “filth and ignorance” that were leading them into death.  

This realization that children needed to be cared for was in no way unique to Terry.  As George Rosen notes in A History of Public Health, the First World War brought to the attention of many countries, America included, that a number of young men were simply unfit for military service, and the youth were “a national resource that was being wasted,” while a large part of the war effort was conservation of resources.
  The movement to protect and care for children was widespread in the United States, although as Terry’s poem shows, not as successful as it could be.  Starting in the late nineteenth century, as Rosen noted, a large number of programs were created to serve children.  Among these programs were; programs to provide unspoiled, pasteurized milk to infants of poor families, to teach mothers about and to encourage breast feeding because it had been demonstrated that breast fed babies had better survival rates, and to teach people about infant care and proper hygiene.
  In addition to this, in both 1916 and 1918, Congress passed child labor reform acts that were designed to protect children that worked in industry from the dangers associated with working long hours in the atrocious conditions in the American factory.

  In addition, a call to action similar to Terry’s entitled “The Child’s Ten Commandments to Parents,” written by C. E. Turner, gives a list of the duties a parent has to their children.
  Among them are, the parents keeping healthy, keeping them well fed and clean, and teaching them well.  The intentional use of the Biblical format and religious tones in this work show just how seriously the matter of caring for a child was.  Like the Ten Commandments in the Bible, this list was not simply a list of recommendations; it was a list of necessities and obligations.  

Through analysis of Terry’s poem and situating it in its time period, one can begin to see Terry’s vision of what public health ought to be.  First of all, public health, both as an institution and as actions by individuals, would care for those who could not or would not care for themselves.  This would have given tremendous power to those who were put into positions as public health authorities.  Children, the poor, and the ignorant comprised the group that Terry mentioned in his poem as those who needed to be cared for, and his sentiments were echoed by others of his time and before.
  The key lines in the poem that show this sentiment are:

Or does it speak, in truth, / Of that sad waste that’s taken from out homes/ Each year, an even half of all set down, / From cause preventable, lost through neglect, / Public or private greed or politics? / Are here explained, denoted as should be/ the lack of guarding laws that could protect, / in honest hands, the unlettered from disease?
    

In other words, were the government to step in and make laws to protect the “unlettered,” or uneducated people, who cannot or will not care for themselves, a large number of deaths would be prevented.  Not only that, but it is the duty of the government to create “guarding laws.”  This sentiment is echoed very strongly in Rosen’s A History of Public Health.  According to Rosen, keeping a community healthy is a governmental responsibility, and in order to do this, it was necessary to educate the people.


Second of all, public health would, through its basic definition, be for the good of the people.  Mainly through the care of children, public health authorities will be ensuring that the future of the nation is secured.  As Terry points out near the end of the poem, if people do not care for the children, the next generation of humanity is put into jeopardy.
  This was especially important to people who were in a time of war, and facing a shortage of healthy young people to protect the nation.  But, even more obvious is the knowledge that if the children all die or are crippled by disease, there will be no one to sew clothing, plant and raise corn, or run the government.  Aside from the preservation of the current generation, public health should aid the average man who might die “Deprived of food and weakened by disease,” or prevent him from “[nursing] in ignorant love/ A friend’s last hours and so himself at last/ A victim [falling].”
  As Rosen pointed out, the best path to preventing disease was to educate the people so that they no longer made the mistakes that caused such preventable illnesses.
  


For the large part, Terry’s vision of public health represented what was beginning in his time and came to fruition later in the 1900’s.  Through advances in medical science and availability of a wide variety of health aids, from simple things such as anti-bacterial soap to mandatory immunizations for school children, the people of the United States are relatively free of diseases caused by pathogenic organisms.  But, we are not by any means free of disease.  New illnesses have come to the forefront of society: cancer, diabetes, AIDS, and heart disease, to name a few.  And despite our greatest efforts, humanity is still mortal, and the Grim Reaper continues to stalk us all. 
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� Information on the 1918 Influenza Epidemic was obtained from the PBS website timeline, a supplement to their video and book, “The American Experience: Influenza 1918.”  To view this information, go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/influenza/timeline/index.html" ��http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/influenza/timeline/index.html� .


�C.E. Terry,  “The Vital Statistician.” The American Journal of Public Health 8 (1918): 237.  (This document can also be viewed in scanned .jpg format at my website � HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/ladyserephina/Images/stat.jpg" ��http://www.geocities.com/ladyserephina/Images/stat.jpg� )





� Anonymous.  “New York Public Health Notes: ‘Delineator’ Campaign to Terminate.”  The American Journal of Public Health 8 (1918): 620.


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 12-14. 


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 38-41.


�“The American Experience: Influenza 1918.”  � HYPERLINK "http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/influenza/timeline/index.html" ��http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/influenza/timeline/index.html�  


� Lecture, “The Bacteriological Revolution,”  History 358C, 13 Mar 2000.


� Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine: The rise of a sovereign profession and the making of a vast industry (Harper Collins Publishers, 1982), p. 4.


� Lecture, “Radical Science and ‘Southern Medicine,’”  History 358C, 16 Feb 2000.


� Lecture, “Occupational Health,” History 358C, 20 Mar 2000.


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 59-65. (The entire section dealing with children begins at line 59 and carries through to the end of the poem.)


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 82-85.


� George Rosen, “The Bacteriological Era and Its Aftermath (concluded): The welfare of mothers and children,” in A History of Public Health (New York: MD Publications, Inc.  1958), p. 350.


�George Rosen, “The Bacteriological Era and Its Aftermath (concluded): The welfare of mothers and children.”  


� Lecture, “Occupational Health.”  


� The Supreme Court, unfortunately, declared these acts unconstitutional, citing that it was not the government’s place to regulate family matters.  This type of thought was not limited to the child labor reform acts, either.  The government, and a large number of individuals, often thought that it was not right to interfere, and a general laissez-faire attitude was often taken.  This was one of the major stumbling blocks to the types of reform that Terry would have appreciated, as people often opposed intervention into matters of health, for various reasons, but often those such as rights to privacy and to control one’s own life.  This does, after all, take place in America, a country that has always prided itself and was founded in the protection of personal liberty.


� C.E. Turner, “The Child’s Ten Commandments to Parents,” The American Journal of Public Health 8 (1918): 695.


� Rosen, “The Bacteriological Era and Its Aftermath (concluded).”


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 47-54.


� Rosen, “The Bacteriological Era and Its Aftermath (concluded),”  p. 382 & p. 393.


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 82-85.


� Terry, “The Vital Statistician,” lines 44-47.


� Rosen, “The Bacteriological Era and Its Aftermath (concluded),”  p. 393.








