San Francisco and the Bubonic Plague of 1900

The bubonic plague arrived in San Francisco Bay on a ship named the SS Nippon Maru, flying the Yellow Jack flag international sign for disease. Two men had jumped off the ship and drowned. They were later found and appeared to have signs of the bubonic plague. This set in motion an investigation by one of the leading doctors in the nation practicing the new science of microbiology.

Dr. Joseph James Kinyoun had just established a medical research center on Angel Island in San Francisco Bay. Microbiology was less than 50 years old, and germ theory was just beginning to be understood. Dr. Kinyoun made the diagnoses of the plague and took draconian measures to eradicate it. However, those measures failed to understand and take into consideration the political, social and cultural concerns when the plague was confirmed later in March in Chinatown.

A 12-block area of Chinatown was completely isolated from the rest of the city, which disrupted San Francisco and after a time affected all of California with trade restrictions. Newspapers on the East Coast reported the plague in California. Local leaders and the West Coast papers published stories of disclaimers. The West Coast papers began calling Dr. Kinyoun the Wolf Doctor. He was labeled a fake and a scaremonger.

As the plague continued to spread in Chinatown, the Chinese were reluctant to allow the government to treat the bodies with what they considered a form of disrespect and secretly removed the bodies and patients from the city, preventing a complete understanding of the spread.

The science became a victim to social and political considerations. The governor and other important leaders went to Washington, DC, and made a political deal on the plague with the national leaders. The plague continued to spread and went unreported.

The problem was there was no understanding on how the plague was spread, and no real investigation was being done. Prevention involved isolation and controlled fire, which were the frontline defenses against the disease.

At the time and for some reason, the disease was believed to only affect Asians, whose diet included a lot of rice, and the Black Death was ignored. At one point, a ship from Asia arrived in port, and all the passengers were strip-searched for signs of the plague. A vaccine was developed that had a protection rate of around 50% and was ordered to be given to all residents in Chinatown, which caused rioting.

The rioting resulted in legal action being taken by the Chinese community. After the Chinese won in the courts, the decisions were ignored for the most part. The situation was becoming uncontrollable, and Dr. Kinyoun was sent to Detroit and replaced by Dr. Robert E. Blue. Many physicians had refused to accept the position. Dr. Blue began to try to understand the cultural conditions at work within the Chinese community. He stopped the mass isolation and concentrated on the infected sites.

By 1902, every block in Chinatown had an infection case. Rats were seen as the problem, and a campaign to rid the city of rats was started, with rewards for dead rats. People collected 13,000 of them each week. The hiding places for rats were removed or replaced. The wooden sidewalks and old buildings were replaced, and by 1904, the cases of the plague were in decline.

Then in 1906, the San Francisco earthquake created a housing problem with a mass concentration of people in close quarters, and the plague returned. Dr. Blue was back and tried to trace the pattern of rats by using a form of color identification that the press called rainbow rats. A single pair of rats can produce some 1,500 offspring a year. The colors were to help trace the movement of the rats.

Then, during his studies, Dr. Blue noticed that the rat was just the transporter of the plague and that once the rat died, the infected fleas jumped to a new host. Preventions were developed, and the last case was reported in 1908.

Science, civil rights and individual freedom were under attack in the name of public necessity by political and business leaders on the West Coast. News reports and scientific evidence that countered the local and political interests were labeled as fake.
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