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Introduction

During the 19th century, Rochester, NY, became a bustling city full of potential. Although there were many 
benefits to living in Rochester, the prevalence of infectious disease was not one of them (McKelvey 1956). At 
this point in history, short lives were very common, and many people did not live past childhood. 
Therefore, children and infants were the most affected by these diseases. During the summer months, fever 
and diarrhea, likely due to contaminated food or water, took the lives of many infants and children. This 
study will explore these diseases, which were commonly referred to as cholera infantum and summer 
complaint, which were made worse by other conditions like general malnutrition and marasmus. Childhood 
deaths due to cholera infantum and summer complaint were, sadly, preventable, but the general public was 
unaware of the impact that sanitation of milk and food and public water would have on their children. The
causes for cholera infantum and summer complaint were “hot weather, foul air, domestic filth and improper 
food” (Harris 1868). Cholera infantum was the cause of death for 60 children in one month of the summer 
of 1893 (McKelvey 1956). This further added to public fear and confusion because the fundamental 
differences between infantile cholera and Asiatic cholera were unknown to the general public and therefore 
caused a lot of fear and confusion about the cause of cholera infantum. I would like to see if there was a 
geographic pattern of cholera infantum, summer complaint, and marasmus in 19th century Rochester, NY. 

Results
The deaths from cholera infantum, summer complaint, and marasmus make up a small percentage of 
overall deaths, but when compared with only the deaths of children under age 5 they are more substantial.
Since most of these illnesses did not kill adults or adolescents, the data is much more meaningful if looked 
at through age. The percentage of children and infants who died from the illnesses listed above peaked at 20 
% in 1870-1889 and slowly began to decrease after that.
A spatial analysis was done for the three major illnesses being studied: cholera infantum, summer 
complaint, and marasmus/inanition. 
• Figure 1 shows the distribution of cholera infantum throughout the city of Rochester. The cases seem to 

be the most concentrated along and around the Genesee River, as well as inner-city Rochester. The 
cases seem to be less frequent closer to the suburbs.

• In figure 2, summer complaint was less of an issue compared to cholera infantum. This may be because 
summer complaint and cholera infantum had very similar symptoms and were sometimes even used 
interchangeably. It is likely that summer complaint has less of a geographic pattern due to the cause 
being highly correlated with high temperatures and contaminated milk, not water. 

• In figure 3, the distribution of Marasmus is more widespread than either of the previous illnesses. This 
condition is chronic and severe malnutrition that can lead to death. In children, problems like access to 
food and clean water can be a main reason they die of these preventable illnesses.

Discussion & Conclusion
The main question posed after analyzing this data, is why did so many infants and children die 
of these diseases? The simple answer lies in their nutrition or lack thereof. Food, water, and 
milk were not regulated by any government entity during this point in time, so it was very easy 
and common for it to become contaminated. 
Cholera infantum and summer complaint were likely caused by contaminated milk, which was 
very common in 19th century Rochester. Milk often came from cows that had diseases, been 
contaminated by an outside source, or was left in temperatures not suitable for milk (Koch 
1991). Cholera infantum was also thought to be caused by contaminated water, but this may be 
due to the confusion between cholera infantum and Asiatic cholera. Cholera infantum does 
seem to be concentrated around the Genesee river. Contaminated water may have had an 
affect on cholera infantum, but I do not think it was the main cause due to the disease not 
being spread through a fecal-oral route like Asiatic cholera. 
Marasmus, on the other hand, can have many different causes; simply not eating enough, poor 
hygiene, other infections causing lack of hunger, neglect, etc. can all be factors that can lead to 
marasmus (Ghosh-Jerath et al., 2017). Marasmus was likely more widespread than shown in 
the spatial analysis, due to it not being listed as a cause of death very often, mostly since 
children usually died from another illness while suffering from marasmus (Ruis 2013). 

GIS Data
University of Rochester. Rush Rhees Library Rare Books, Special Collections, and Preservation. 

https://rbscp.lib.rochester.edu/3310
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Data & Methods
Analysis of the Mt. Hope Cemetery records were used alongside a spatial analysis of specific disease 
occurrence of cholera infantum, summer complaint, and marasmus/inanition. I analyzed data for deaths 
occurring in Rochester, NY where the cause of death was listed as cholera infantum, summer complaint, 
marasmus/inanition, and diarrhea in infants and children under the age of 5. The Mt. Hope Cemetery 
records were accessed through the Rush Rhees Library at the University of Rochester in the Rare Books, 
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Special Collections, and Preservation department. The sample of individuals from the Mt. Hope Cemetery 
records was 12,854 individuals, with 4,696 being under the age of 5.  Additionally, an analysis of dairy and 
milk production, as well as water quality, in Rochester, will also be analyzed due to the likely correlation 
between the prevalence of these diseases and the sanitation of milk and water. 
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