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Introduction 
• Documents regarding our ancestor’s deaths can be a 

great source of information for family research
• Many death records indicate the cause of death as 

well as vital information
• Our ancestor’s world had many different challenges 

than ours especially in the diseases they had to face
• Understanding pre-mid 20thst century diseases will 

help us appreciate and understand the lives of our 
ancestors

R Cooper 1912: Welcome Collection



Outline of Our Discussion 

• History of recording why we die and 
where to find that information

• Discuss several important diseases our 
ancestors faced

• Discuss how science and medicine has 
or will minimize the impact of these 
illness

• Discuss how these illness have 
changed the world we live in 



History of 

Recording Causes 

of Death



Recording of Death and It’s Causes

• Records of birth, marriages, deaths, maintained by Christian churches
• Government officially got involved with recording individual death in France in 

1792, England 1837, US 1850, and Italy 1865
• Earliest known documentation of causes of death were the Bills of Mortality in 

and around London in 1629 
• In 1532 Bills documented number of deaths by church parish
• In 1629 causes of death added to Bills 
• Published weekly with a yearly summary; individual 

subscriptions available!
• Did not attach individual names to cause of death
• Purpose: document location of cases of plague?

Kathryn Schultz. Final Forms. The New Yorker. April 7, 2014 Issue
Bills of mortality. Wikipedia. Wikipedia Foundation 23 April 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bills_of_mortality
https://www.campop.geog.cam.ac.uk/research/projects/epidemiologicaltransition/UrbanCausesOfDeath.pdf
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system of baptism, burial and marriage registration first instituted by the state in 1538 and 
administered by ecclesiastical authorities, but complementary to it. The raw data from which 
the Bills were compiled came from the parish clerk supported by other parochial officers (the 
boxes representing these parish officials are shaded grey in Figure 1).9 However, the age and 
separately tabulated cause of death information that is consistently present in the annual Bills 
of Mortality after 1629 was not usually recorded in the parish burial register. Graunt’s home 
parish of St Michael Cornhill was for a brief period an exception, recording causes of death 
(but not ages) for most of the 264 burials between October 1653 and March 1663. Most 
parish clerks viewed their responsibility to prepare a report of burials, ages and causes of 
death each week as separate from keeping parish registers. Although sexton’s accounts record 
this information in some parishes (in London notably for the large Westminster parish of St 
Martin in the Fields), they often do not survive. 
 
 
Figure 1: The process of compiling Bills of Mortality, based on Graunt’s description 

 
Source: see text. 
 
As noted above, Graunt’s remarks on the causes of disease used in the Bills of 

Mortality frequently speculate on the ages of individuals likely to found within that category, 
but as the Bills did not cross-tabulate the age and cause of death information they reported, 
no direct evidence was available to him. Even if he had negotiated access to the burial 
register in his home parish of St Michael Cornhill with its unusual run of cause of death 
information, no ages were given there either. However, among the many London parishes 
there are a few exceptional cases where for a time the parish accounts or registers did state 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bills_of_mortality


Family History Jeopardy: Name that Illness

• Consumption
• Ague
• Apoplexy
• Brain fever
• Childbed
• Dropsy
• Scrofula/Kings evil
• Grippe
• Phthisis

• Tuberculosis
• Malaria
• Stroke
• Meningitis
• Purpureal fever
• Heart failure/kidney disease
• Tuberculosis of neck lymph nodes
• Influenza
• Tuberculosis

Pre 20th Century Illness Name 21st Century Illness Name

https://www.thornber.net/medicine/html/medgloss.html Great URL for old medical terms



Birch T. A collection of the yearly Bills of Mortality, from 
1657 to 1758 inclusive. London: 1759  Google Books

Close up of Causes of Death for 
1665 as Recorded in the BOM

• 1665 was a plague year in London
• Note the number of deaths from 

plague - 68,596
• Note some of the diseases we 

discussed
• Ague – 5257
• Apoplexy – 116
• Childbed - 625
• Consumption and Tissick 4808
• Dropsy – 1478
• Rising of the light – 397
• Teeth and worms - 2614

• Only recorded deaths of upstanding 
member of the Church of England

https://beforenewton.blog/2014/11/07/a-
bill-of-mortality-and-a-peck-of-snails/



England Leads the Way

• 1837 Death certificates first issued in England and generally included the 
deceased’s full name, sex, occupation (for adults) or a parent’s name (for 
children), as well as the death date and place, age at death, and cause of death.

• In 1853 William Farr developed system to categorize 139 causes of death 
(including teething).  He also was a driving force in the epidemiology of death and 
dying and how that data could shape  public health

• Farr’s system used by the International 
Statistical Institute to develop an 
international classification of diseases (ICD)
• ICD-1 published in 1900:191 disease
• ICD-11 published in 2022:17,000 diseases

-Musaed et al.  Historical development of the statistical classification 
of causes of death and diseases, Cogent Medicine 2021, 8:1
-https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/england-death-records

William Farr



What Was Happening in the US?

• 1841 Massachusetts first state to issue a form of death certificate

• In 1847  American Medical Association lobbied for a national 
effort to collect vital statistics including causes of death 
• Beginning in 1850, mortality schedules collected at each 10-year US census
• Deaths recorded June 1st in year before census until May 31st of census year
• Collected through 1900 with special census in 6 states in 1885

• Colorado, Florida, Nebraska, New Mexico, and the Dakotas

• Important information for family historian!
• 1890 mortality schedules & 1890 census data partially destroyed in a fire at Commerce 

Building in Washington, DC; undamaged files ordered destroyed in 1934
• 1900 Mortality schedules ordered destroyed by congress with only 1900 Minnesota 

schedules available in Minnesota state archives

Wm Shattuck



Mortality Schedules
• Mortality schedules are an important beginning but have a restricted 

utility due to 10-year data interval; initially collected deaths of enslaved 
persons 
• Mortality schedules may have encouraged states to collect death data 

ongoing in the form of death or mortality registries 
• Death registries that followed the schedules are more likely to be useful 

to the family historian
• Kept by counties and states ongoing and have as much or more demographic 

information than the mortality schedules
• Process appears to have started in the approximately 1880s in the US



Census 
household 

number

Name Age at death/Sex
Race/Marital Status

Place of
birth

Parents
Foreign

born

Mo of
death

Occupation Cause of Death

Mortality Schedule



Example Death Registry, King County, WA 1893

• Name
• Date of Death
• Age/sex/race/marital status
• Place of death
• Cause of death

• Place of birth
• Residence
• Occupation
• Name of parents/place of birth
• Reporter



New Hampshire 1889

Richmond,
Virginia 1887

Pittsburg, Penn
1888

Note line on 
contributing  causes!

Examples of 
Death Registries

Around US
Ancestry.com



Death Certificates: Into the Modern Era of Death Reporting 
Date States Required Universal Death Certificates

State and Date State and Date State and Date State and Date State and Date

Alabama          1908 Idaho                 1911 Michigan           1867 New York          1880 Tennessee      1908

Alaska              1913 Illinois                1916 Minnesota        1908 North Carolina 1913 Texas               1903

Arkansas          1914 Indiana              1899 Mississippi        1912 North Dakota   1907 Utah                1905

California         1905 Iowa                   1880 Missouri            1910 Ohio                  1908 Vermont         1857

Colorado          1907 Kansas               1911 Montana           1907 Oklahoma        1908 Virginia           1853

Connecticut    1897 Kentucky           1911 Nebraska           1905 Oregon             1903 Washington   1907

Delaware         1881 Louisiana           1914 Nevada              1911 Pennsylvania   1906 West Virginia 1917

Florida             1899 Maine                1892 New Hampshire 1901 Rhode Island.  1853 Wisconsin      1907

Georgia           1919 Maryland          1898 New Jersey       1848 South Carolina1915 Wyoming       1909

Hawaii             1859 Massachusetts 1841 New Mexico     1920 South Dakota  1905 Arizona           1909

https://blog.genealogybank.com/genealogy-101-5-death-certificates.html



What About Death Certificates and HIPPA?

• This question came up last year regarding HIPPA and death certificates.

• In general, HIPPA protects deceased persons health records including death 
certificates that contain cause of death for 50 years 
• Some states are rigorous in limiting death certificates to close family members or 

legal representative

• Some states like Alabama the timing is shorter i.e. 25 years

• Some states like Washington are open record states and anybody can access death 

certificates if digitized online



Family History Jeopardy: Name that Illness

• Cerebrovascular accident (CVA)
• Myocardial infarction
• Coronary artery disease
• Pulmonary embolism
• Pulmonary edema
• Sepsis
• Peritonitis
• Hepatitis
• COPD

• Stroke
• Heart attack
• Angina/heart attack
• Blood clot in the lungs
• Fluid in the lungs
• Bacterial infection in the blood
• Infection of the abdominal cavity
• Inflammation of the liver
• Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

Modern Medical Terminology Translation



Example of Early Version 
of US Death Certificate

• Demographics including 
occupation
• Informant (daughter, Olive)
• Immediate cause of death
• Contributing causes may be 

more important
• Note famous father

Note: young people may need to 
have their boomer grandparents 

interpret the cursive writing



Indexed Data on My Paternal Grandfather’s 
Death Certificate From Family Search

• Indexed data on 
major family history 
sites does not
include causes of 
death or health 
information

• If you want to 
know cause of 
death look at 
accompanying DC 
image



But Luckily the Actual 
DC is Available!

FOR G
ENEALOGY USE O

NLY
• Note the usual demographics
• Look for the informant

• If second degree relative, confirm 
birthdate and name sequence 

• Cause of death
• Immediate cause
• Antecedent causes more 

important to develop family 
health portrait

• There is no sequence to cause of 
death

• Other significant conditions is 
blank



Thoughtfully Completed  
Death Certificate

• Look at the well described 
sequence of events that lead 
to the final cause of death 
(pulmonary edema)
• The MD also included other 

medical issues (COPD)
• Medical profession has come 

under criticism for not filling 
certificates properly
• Current certificates have 3 

pages of instructions and an 
example of doing it right

Washington State Digital Archives



Example of why a glance 
at original death 
certificate can help you 
understand a relative’s 
life

Looking at original 1910 
census data document 
rather than digitized 
information further 
added to his story

What does the 77 on 
the DC mean?





Harry Houdini’s
Death Certificate: What Do the 

Numbers Mean?

• Harry Houdini (AKA Erik Weisz)
famous as an escape artist 

• Died October 1926 of diffuse 
Streptococcal peritonitis due 
to a ruptured appendix

• Note the numbers next to the 
medical diagnoses

• ICD 3 1920 (205 diagnoses)
• 90 - heart disease 
• 117 - appendicitis
• 126 - peritonitis

• Heart disease age 52 useful  
health information for family

http://www.wolfbane.
com/icd/icd3h.htm



Finding Death Records
• Most major family history sites have access to this data; place to start would be Family Search 

Wiki although Ancestry.com seems to have the largest collection of data
• https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/How_to_Find_United_States_Death_Records

• Also search for mortality schedules by individual states example Florida.  Can also look at CDC 
site to where mortality schedules may be located
• https://www.floridamemory.com/discover/historical_records/mortality-schedules/
• https://www.census.gov/history/www/genealogy/other_resources/mortality_schedules.html

• Good site for death records in general 
• https://www.germanroots.com/deathrecords.html

• For death certificates check out 
• http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/howto/w2w/w2welcom.htm

• Also try search for state of interest and put in death certificates or vital statistics
• Consider putting family death records on your favorite family history site for future 

generations; look at https://cbiit.github.io/FHH/html/index.html to create a family health 
portrait

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/How_to_Find_United_States_Death_Records
https://www.floridamemory.com/discover/historical_records/mortality-schedules/
https://www.census.gov/history/www/genealogy/other_resources/mortality_schedules.html
https://www.germanroots.com/deathrecords.html
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/howto/w2w/w2welcom.htm
https://cbiit.github.io/FHH/html/index.html


Diseases that 
Were Part of 

Our Ancestors 
World

Ferry on Banbridge Island



Common Causes of Death and Childhood Mortality pre-20th Century

1. Infections
• Tuberculosis
• Smallpox
• Influenza
• Malaria
• Typhus
• Cholera
• Dysentery 
• Yellow Fever
• Puerperal fever

2. Workplace injury
3. War  - combat and 

disease
4. Malnutrition  - i.e scurvy 

https://ourworldindata.org/child-mortality

1800

1950-60

1990

2013



Life Expectancy 
by Year  

What made the difference?

• Public health mid 1800’s

• Germ theory of disease

• Sanitation/clean water access

• Epidemiology of disease

• Pasteurization

• Antibiotics 

• Vaccines

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/life-
expectancy?time=1593..latest&facet=none&country=FIN~GBR~USA



Current Cause of 
Death of Children 

and Adolescents in 
US 1999-2020

Infectious diseases 

don’t even register as a 

top cause of death for 

children and 

adolescents in our 

world!

JE Goldstick et al. N Engl J Med 
2022;386:1955-1956.



Cause of Maternal Death and Maternal 
Mortality Rate Pre-20th Century to Present 

• Purpureal infection

• Hemorrhage

• Toxemia

• Obstetrical

complications

• Maternal death 

rate up to 1-1.5%

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/maternal-mortality?tab=chart&time=1800..2020&facet=none&country=USA~GBR~FIN

Finland

USA

Great Britain



The Black Plague
1346 - 1353

Oriental rat flea



The Black Plague

• In October 1347, ships from city of Kaffa on the Black Sea arrived in 
Messina, Sicily fleeing a year long Mongol siege of the city
• Most of the crew were dead and the rest were ill with a strange disease 

that spread quickly throughout Sicily
• Similar ships arrive in other European ports, The Great Plague had begun
• It will kill 25 million people in Europe or 30%-40% of the population after 

killing an estimated 20 million in Asia, the deadliest epidemic in history
• Caused by Yersinia Pestis, a bacteria transmitted by fleas living on infected 

black rats
• The disease flourished in the atrocious hygienic conditions found in cities 

at the time



The Black Plague: Manifestations

• The Italian poet Giovanni Boccaccio wrote, “In men and 
women alike at the beginning of the malady, certain 
swellings, either in the groin or under the armpits waxed to bigness of a 
common apple other the size of eggs named plague boils”
• Types of disease

1. Bubonic plague enlarged lymph nodes, high fever, chills, vomiting, diarrhea, 
severe body pain, then appearance of dark spots followed by death within 8 
days; 80% mortality

2. Pneumonic plague manifested by severe respiratory symptoms and fever and 
finally hemorrhage from the lungs with a 90-95% mortality.  Spread person to 
person

3. Septicemic plague high fever and purple skin patches indicate disrupt of the 
bodies coagulation system with 100% mortality

Burke F. Complex health emergencies



“And I, Agnolo di Tura ... buried my five children with my own 
hands….There was no one who wept for any dead, for all 

awaited death. And so many died that all believed it was the 
end of the world”

People of 
Tournai, 

Belgium bury 
the dead



Black Plague: Through History

• The physician Raimundo Chalmel de Vinario noted in 
1382 that with successive outbreaks of the plague in 
the 14th century fewer people got ill and fewer died
• London plague of 1665 killed 10-15% of population

• It took Europe 150 years to regain the pre-plague 
population levels of 1346
• It affected animals as well as people; so many sheep 

died that there was a wool shortage
• Outbreaks occurred until 1750 in Europe; last major 

epidemic was in Asia in 1894
• We still see 7-9 cases of plague/year in US in West & 

Southwest. Improved public sanitation largely 
responsible for drop in plague; effective antibiotics! 

Plague doctor with long robe 
and beaked mask and staff



Question? 

What was the purpose of the beaked 
mask of the plague doctor?



The Black Plague: 
Implications for Our World

• Plague was addressed in Italy by isolating ships in harbor 
for 40 days (quaranta giorni) thus our word quarantine

• Barreiro et al Nature 2022
• Examined DNA from teeth of those who died before, during, and after the great 

plague in London & Denmark
• Found survivors of the plague tended to have a certain type of the ERAP2 gene, an 

immune system activating gene
• This gene made it 40% more likely that people would survive the plague
• This gene was passed on to future generations via genetic shift
• Unfortunately, this immune activating gene increases the risk of autoimmune 

diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, and Crohn’s disease in our world

East Smithfield 
plague pits near 
London



Henry Baldwin of New Hampshire wrote in 
1848 “Here I sit in the dear chamber—the 

‘bridal chamber’—where one short year ago 
I first pressed to my heart a young and pure 

and blooming wife. Then how fair and 
hopeful and beautiful she seemed, with the 

bloom upon her cheek . . . Now, alas, she lies 
all pale, stricken, and dying.” 

The White Plague: 
Tuberculosis

Still with us in the 21st Century

https://new.nsf.gov/news/researchers-discover-how-tuberculosis-bacteria



The White Plague: Tuberculosis

• Marcia Baldwin, 21, had consumption or tuberculosis 
and died in 1848.  Henry followed her in 1855 
from the same disease
• Tuberculosis caused by Mycobacterium tuberculosis has been part of 

human existence from earliest times
• It is estimated that 1 in 7 people who have every lived on the Earth 

have died of some form of tuberculosis 
• It was endemic in 18-19th century Europe and America; mothers 

taught their children proper behavior as there was a good chance that 
they would be raised by someone other than their parents

PBS The Forgotten Plague
https://www.historynet.com/the-young-and-the-beautiful/

Fading Away by Henry Peach Robinson, 1858



Tuberculosis: Manifestations

• TB begins with a cough lasting weeks/months 
along with fever, loss of energy, weight loss until 
the person is a mere skeleton, followed by 
hemorrhage from the lungs, difficulty breathing and then death. 
• The Greeks named this disease phithisis meaning wasting; in the 18-19th

century it was called consumption; affects all ages especially those 18-35
• Some died quicky of galloping consumption
• Most developed a lingering disease taking years to succumb
• Often whole families would be affected and die from the disease; came to 

be thought of as a hereditary disease!
https://www.radiology.ca/article/immigration-chest-x-ray-tuberculosis/

TB on Xray of chest



TB: other Forms of 
Disease and Vampires?

• Scrofula – TB affecting the lymph nodes especially 
around the neck.  Also know as King’s Evil as it was 
thought that a touch by royalty would cure the disease
• Pott’s disease – TB affecting the spine leading to marked 

spine deformity
• TB meningitis – inflammation of the tissue around brain
• Mid-late 19th century some in New England felt TB was 

caused by vampires; bodies dug up and burned from fear 
that the dead were causing the living to be ill.
• Bram Stoker published Dracula in 1897 to feed on these fears



TB: The Climate Cure
• Various home remedies were tried with 

one of the recommendations being plenty 
of fresh air

• From the mid 1800’s to early 1900’s the 
sanitarium movement was very popular in 
places especially in the US West
• Fueled growth of Colorado, New Mexico, 

Nevada, and especially Southern California.

• Wealthy Easterners were encouraged to 
bring their TB and their money west Advertisement for Long Beach Sanitarium



Causes of Death Chaves County, NM, 1904

16/35 listed died of TB

Note of the use of the “cure chair”



TB: From Invited Guests 
to Personas Non-Grata

• During the 18-19 centuries TB was felt to be a 
hereditary disease 
• Louis Pasteur in the 1850s introduced the 

germ theory of disease
• 1882 Robert Koch published “Die Aetiologie

der Tuberculose” finding that TB was an 
infectious disease and NOT hereditary 
• It took some time for acceptance and when 

this happened TB patients were no longer 
welcome but were isolated and stigmatized

Lunger Camp, outside Phoenix, AZ



TB: Changes in American Society

• Once infection was accepted as cause of TB, public health 
programs went into full gear
• Children were encouraged to play outdoors, wash their 

hands, brush teeth 
• Cities set aside park space and open areas
• Women’s hemlines went up to prevent contact with ground
• Spitting was discouraged, men became clean shaven 
• Health inspectors looked for infected people; when 

identified, quarantined often against their will in publicly 
funded TB sanitoriums



Question?

How did TB help lead to 
the invention of the 

ice cream cone?

Wikepedia St Louis Worlds Fair 1904

Penny lick containers



TB: After >5,000 Years; Hope

Waksman and Schatz discover 
streptomycin.  Waksman received Nobel 

Prize, Schatz did not

• 1944 streptomycin discovered for treatment 
of TB; derived from soil bacteria
• 1952 Additional drugs soon followed
• Streptomycin alone led to resistance
• Triple combination with 24 mo therapy
• Current therapy: 2 drugs and 4 mo to cure

• Latent TB vs active TB
• 1.8 billions people carry TB
• 10 million develop active TB worldwide in 2022
• 8,300 cases in US in 2022; 73% non-US born
• 1.3 million died of TB associated disease in 2022
• UN plan to eliminate pulmonary TB by 2030

MMWR. March 24, 2023 / 72(12);297–303



Purpureal Fever

On Thursday August 31, 1797 the author 
and champion of women’s rights, Mary 
Woolstonecraft Godwin, gave birth to her 
2nd child at home in London by midwife.  The 
delivery was easy but because of 
complications a doctor was called.  By 
Saturday she felt fully recovered.  On Sunday 
she began having intense chills and soon 
thereafter developed high fevers, and 
intense abdominal pain.  She died Sunday 
September 10, 1797 leaving a grieving 
husband and 2 motherless children including 
the future Mary Woolstonecraft Shelly https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1046/j.1365-2532.1998.1530151.x



Question?

What famous novel did Mary Shelly, 
her daughter, write?



Purpureal Fever aka Childbed Fever

• Mary Woolstonecraft Godwin died of purpureal fever, 
a condition likely with us since the dawn of human 
history 

• Manifestations: 1-3 days after childbirth the mother 
would develop chills, followed by high fevers and 
intense abdominal pain and tenderness, followed by 
death.

• Marked increase with the advent of lying in hospitals or 
maternity hospitals.

• It would often come in epidemics but in general 1 in 5 
women could be expected to develop childbed fever.

https://wordsworth.org.uk/blog/2021/01/20/memoirs-of-puerperal-fever-mary-wollstonecraft-and-caroline-wray/



Purpureal Fever: Wash Those Darn Hands!
• Now known to be a bacterial infection caused by 

Streptococcus causing a deadly abdominal infection
• 1847 Ignaz Semmelweis, appointed to lying in hospital in 

Vienna.  Major problem with childbed fever.  
• Noted that childbed fever rate in those cared for by 

midwives at home was very low while those cared for by 
medical students in hospital was high

• Students arrived to examine women and preform births 
after their anatomy classes

• Required students to disinfect hands prior to working on the 
maternity ward and between patients

• Rates of childbed fever plummeted!
Semmelweis



Purpureal Fever: A First
• Semmelweis works was not widely known (published work had 

543 pages and not very interesting).  Others made the same 
observation and germ theory of disease added to necessity of 
hand cleansing
• Joseph Lister a British surgeon introduced antisepsis into surgery in 1865; later 

adopted by obstetricians in Britain.  After 1880’s rate of childbed fever dropped!
• 1935 Leonard Colebrook a physician in London in charge of special research unit 

devoted to studying purpureal fever.  
• He gave an experimental medication, prontosil, to a young woman dying of 

purpureal fever.  Prontosil as it turns out is sulphanilamide, a sulfa antibiotic.
• Young woman was better the next day and asking for breakfast!
• Use of sulfonamides and later penicillin (1941) made a profound impact on 

childbed fever although it still occurs today
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1046/j.1365-2532.1998.1530151.x



TeethingWritten in 1876 by William McLachlan an LDS 
missionary in Christchurch, New Zealand

“I suppose before now Georgie (14 months) and 
Hannah (15 months) are both walking and hope they 
are well.  You will have to take care of them this next 
summer and fall until they get their teeth all cut. Kiss 

them for me until I can return and attend to it myself “

His concern about their teeth is due to having lost a 
child several years earlier with the cause of death 

listed as ‘teething’

Question: How can William have 
a 14- and 15-month-old child?

Gibbons HL, Hebdon CK: Teething as a cause of death-A historical review.  West J Med 1991 Dec;155:658-659
https://www.parents.com/baby/health/baby-teeth/expert-teething-advice/ 



Teething as a Cause of Death

• Teething begins at 4-6 months with the first teeth (bottom 
incisors) appearing 7 months.  By 12 months children have 
around 6 teeth and a full set of teeth by 24 months
• Anciently Hippocrates wrote; “Teething children suffer from itching of the 

gums, fever, convulsions, and diarrhea”
• 1732 John Arbuthnot, a Scottish physician,  wrote; “Above one-tenth of all 

children die in teething”
• 1900 ICD 1 disease number 82 is teething as a cause of death
• Nursing generally extends from birth through 6 months with some children 

nursed up to 24 months and longer



Teething Deaths in 
Pioneer Utah

• Teething as a cause of death especially 
common in Utah during the the years 
1866-1880 and then virtually 
disappeared as a diagnosis
• Not explained by certain physicians over 

diagnosing
• Age at teething death around 13 months
• Seasonal variation August-November
• Not SIDS  (usually occurs before 6 months)

• What may be the cause of “teething” 
related death?

Gibbons HL, Hebdon CK: Teething as a cause of death-A 
historical review.  West J Med 1991 Dec;155:658-659



Teething Death and Dairy Products

1840-1870 Milk Production 
Industrialized

• Large herds
• Poor quality of feed
• Minimal refrigeration
• Milk adulterated to make it 

look better

Same Time Decline in 
Popularity of Breast Feeding 

• Cow’s milk became more 
popular for feeding infants 
and toddlers

• Some physicians noted the 
increased mortality of cow’s 
milk fed infants/toddlers

Journal of Food Protection, Vol. 81, No. 10, 2018, 
Pages 1713–1722. doi:10.4315/0362-028X.JFP-18-186 



Unsafe Dairy Products a 
Cause of Teething Deaths?
• Look at graph showing weekly 

infant deaths of bottle-fed vs 
breast-fed Paris, France in 1898
• Correlation with seasonality of 

teething deaths reported in Utah
• Infection from milk vs no antibodies 

transferred via mother’s milk to 
protect from infection or both 

• Milk known to transmit a variety of 
microorganisms
• Human contamination: Salmonella, 

Streptococcus, Diphtheria
• Bovine contamination: 

Mycobacterium bovis, brucellosis Journal of Food Protection, Vol. 81, No. 10, 2018, 
Pages 1713–1722. doi:10.4315/0362-028X.JFP-18-186 



So, What Happened?

• 1864 Beer and wine found to stay fresh when heat treated (pasteurized)
• With germ theory taking hold, milk also underwent pasteurization 

• 1882 First commercial pasteurization of milk in Germany
• Dairies also under more scrutiny for sanitation
• Improvement in milk harvesting from cows

• Of interest:
• Raw/unpasteurized milk available in US; still 

causes 845 x more illness and 45 x more 
hospitalizations than pasteurized milk

• 1940 65% of US infants breast fed; 
1950-1970 25%; today around 51%

Infant Mortality US 1840-2000

Journal of Food Protection, Vol. 81, No. 10, 2018, 
Pages 1713–1722. doi:10.4315/0362-028X.JFP-18-186 



Conclusion 
• Documenting causes of death & the emergence 

of public health/epidemiology, have helped to 
increase the quality/quantity of our lives in 2024 
• Although we have not conquered most diseases, 

we have been able to dramatically lessen their 
impact in many parts of the world
• Our ancestors lived in a much more uncertain 

world and approached life with amazing energy 
and drive in-spite of that uncertainty 
• Knowing the challenges they faced makes me 

appreciate them even more!
Shouting Hosannah

Minerva Teichert



Winter night in Anacortes


