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An account of the mysterious epidemic among nineteenth-century hotel guests that “enthralled
the country and nearly took the life of the-President-elect”(The Washington Post). The National
was once the grandest hotel in the capital. In 1857, it twice hosted President-elect James
Buchanan and his advisors, and on both occasions, most of the party was quickly stricken by an
acute illness. Over the course of several months, hundreds fell ill, and over thirty died from what
became known as the National Hotel disease. Buchanan barely recovered enough to give his
inauguration speech. Rumors ran rampant across the city and the nation. Some claimed that the
illness was born of a sewage “effluvia,” while others darkly speculated about an assassination
attempt by either abolitionists or southern slaveowners intent on war. In this concise and
captivating account of the events—as well as the panic and rumors surrounding them—Kerry
Walters investigates the mysteries of the National Hotel disease.

About the AuthorKerry Walters received his PhD from the University of Cincinnati. He has been a
professor at Gettysburg College for over twenty-five years and was named the William Bittinger
Professor of Philosophy. Walters is the author of thirty-five books on philosophy and theology,
and he has published several books on the Civil War. His first book with The History Press was
Explosion on the Potomac: The 1844 Calamity Aboard the USS Princeton. --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/DxdXP/Outbreak-in-Washington-D-C-the-1857-Mystery-of-the-National-Hotel-Disease-Disaster


Published by The History PressCharleston, SC 29403Copyright © 2014 by Kerry WaltersAll
rights reservedCover: Postcard of the National Hotel, 1907. Courtesy of John DeFerrari.First
published 2014e-book edition 2014Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataWalters,
Kerry S.Outbreak in Washington, D.C. : the 1857 mystery of the National Hotel disease / Kerry
Walters.pages cmIncludes bibliographical references and index.1. Epidemics--Washington
(D.C.)--History--19th century. 2. Curiosities and wonders-Washington (D.C.)--History--19th
century. 3. National Hotel (Washington, D.C.)--History--19th century. 4. Buchanan, James,
1791-1868. 5. Public health--Washington (D.C.)--History--19th century. 6. Panic--Washington
(D.C.)--History--19th century. 7. Conspiracies--Washington (D.C.)--History--19th century. 8.
Washington (D.C.)--History--19th century. 9. Washington (D.C.)--Social conditions--19th century.
I. Title. II. Title: Outbreak in Washington, DC.RA650.5.W35 2014614.4’975309034--
dc232014033893Notice: The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our
knowledge. It is offered without guarantee on the part of the author or The History Press. The
author and The History Press disclaim all liability in connection with the use of this book.All
rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form whatsoever
without prior written permission from the publisher except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical articles and reviews.For Michael Brown, MDDedicated physician &
enthusiastic history buffCONTENTSAcknowledgementsIntroduction: Panic in WashingtonI: AN
ACRIMONIOUS YEARSlavery and Westward ExpansionThe Crisis WorsensThe 1856
CampaignII: A CITY OF CONTRASTSCity of Magnificent IntentionsCity of ViolenceCity of
FilthThe National HotelIII: A STRICKEN PRESIDENT-ELECT“Why, I Have Been
Poisoned!”Return to the National HotelBuchanan’s HealthOff His GameA Bad StartIV: A
NATIONAL PANICThe Poison HypothesisThe Miasma HypothesisThe Final VerdictV: THE
ALLURE OF CONSPIRACYThe Paranoid StyleThe Slave Power ConspiracyThe Abolitionist
ConspiracyThe Jesuit ConspiracyA Last WordAppendix: Period Coverage of the National Hotel
DiseaseNotesBibliographyAbout the AuthorACKNOWLEDGEMENTSMany thanks to Kim and
Jonah, to Robin Jarrell for her help with the illustrations, to Gettysburg College for the sabbatical
that allowed me to write the book, to Hannah Cassilly’s commissioning it as well as running
down a few hard-to-locate images and to Project Editor Katie Stitely’s expert guidance. Finally,
thanks to Dr. Michael Brown, a physician who always livens up office visits with fascinating
conversation about American history. I dedicate this little book to him.INTRODUCTIONPANIC IN
WASHINGTONIt is now believed that not less than seven hundred persons have been seriously
and dangerously affected by the National Hotel poison at Washington; and some twenty or thirty
deaths have occurred in consequence.—the Pennsylvanian, May 27, 1857Beginning in early
spring and continuing regularly through the summer of 1857, frightening rumors swept through
the nation’s capital and then, thanks to the still-newfangled telegraph, across the entire nation. It
seemed that a mysterious malady had erupted in the National Hotel, one of the city’s premier
lodging establishments, not once but twice. This wouldn’t have been especially newsworthy
except for the fact that Presidentelect James Buchanan lodged at the hotel on both occasions,



and that he and other dignitaries in his entourage were stricken. Buchanan was ill for months
afterward, and four of his companions—a nephew, two members of Congress from Buchanan’s
own state of Pennsylvania and a states’ rights “fire-eating” ex-governor from Mississippi—
perished.The presidential election of 1856, in which Buchanan bested two opponents, had been
a particularly nasty one. The nation had been wrangling in an increasingly heated way over the
issue of human bondage for years, but things had taken a dangerous turn, in 1854, with the
passage of federal legislation that opened the westward territories to the expansion of slavery.
The Kansas-Nebraska Act, as it came to be called, galvanized slavery’s opponents as no other
congressional act had, and within months, they put together a new political coalition whose
members christened themselves “Republicans.” A lanky lawyer from Illinois named Abraham
Lincoln soon cast his lot with the coalition and vigorously campaigned for John C. Frémont, the
party’s first presidential candidate. Buchanan was the nominee of the Democrat Party, whose
members generally favored the expansion of slavery into the territories. One of their own, Illinois
senator Stephen Douglas, had actually written the Kansas-Nebraska Act. The third candidate in
that 1856 race was ex-president Millard Fillmore, who ran on the American Party or Know-
Nothing ticket.James Buchanan, the drab career politician who became the fifteenth United
States president and the most famous victim of the National Hotel disease. Courtesy of the
Library of Congress.The campaign rhetoric that election year boiled over with recriminations,
accusations and dark insinuations that perfectly matched the angry national frame of mind. After
the votes were counted and the winner decided, tempers continued to run hot. So when the
news broke that President-elect Buchanan had fallen ill during his stay at the National Hotel, it
was easy, given the distrustful post-election climate, for many to wonder if he had been poisoned
by political enemies. That possibility alone was enough to strike horror in the hearts of some and
glee in the hearts of others. Once introduced, the rumors of foul play persisted for months and,
indeed, for years afterward, in some quarters. But as spring turned into summer, the poison
theory gave way in most people’s minds to the alternative hypothesis that a frightening disease
of unknown origin had hit the National and that it could be lying in wait for the rest of
Washington’s citizens. The city’s mayor, backed by a handful of medical authorities, did
everything he could to scotch the rising panic. But for a few weeks, residents of the capital city,
many of whom remembered a terrible cholera outbreak less than a decade earlier, were in a
state of panic. Things only got back to normal when it became clear that the malady was limited
to the National Hotel and caused, so most of the scientific experts at the time agreed, by noxious
vapors or “miasma” from backed-up sewage.This 1863 lithographic view of Washington from the
Sixth Street Wharf is pretty much how the city looked when Buchanan was president. The
unfinished Washington Monument is on the left and the Capitol dome, under construction during
Buchanan’s administration, is on the right. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.Today, the
National Hotel disease, as it came to be known, is all but forgotten. The building is long gone,
torn down in 1942, its old site on Pennsylvania Avenue currently home to the Newseum. The
outbreak usually gets a passing nod from academic historians of this period of the nation’s



history, but it rarely shows up in popular histories and has never been fully explored by anyone.
This is a shame for at least four separate reasons.In the first place, the public response to the
malady is a good case study of how easy it is for panic to spread. It’s also yet another example of
how eager people are to embrace rumors of conspiracy, often hanging on to suspicions of foul
play long after it becomes clear that such suspicions simply aren’t supported by the facts.
Fueled by rumor, innuendo, half-truths, partisanship and incendiary journalism, distress over the
origins and scope of the National Hotel disease awakened both panic and cloak-and-dagger
excitement that, for a while, terrified and titillated the American public. As such, it belongs to the
same lineage as the AIDS scare of the 1980s, when the origin of the disease was still
undiscovered and rumors abounded that CIA-employed biologists conspired to manufacture the
virus in order to target specific populations.Moreover, the National Hotel disease deserves
attention as an example of how illness can affect the ability of the nation’s chief executive to
perform his or her job. There are, of course, other examples from the nation’s history that
illustrate the fact that a sick president is a national liability. After his 1919 stroke, Woodrow
Wilson was never again up to the job of running the country, and Franklin Roosevelt’s shocking
decline of health in the final months of his presidency has been blamed by some for his apparent
willingness to make too many concessions to Soviet premier Joseph Stalin at the 1945 Yalta
Conference. Similarly, it can be argued that Buchanan’s judgment was clouded by the lingering
effects of the National Hotel disease in the opening months of his administration, leading to at
least two political blunders, surprising for a politician of his experience and temperamental
caution, which tossed fuel on the flames of an already fraught national feud over slavery.In the
third place, an examination of the National Hotel disease necessarily provides an interesting—
and shocking—look at the sanitation practices and policies common in American cities in the
mid-1850s. At the time of Buchanan’s election, Washington was a metropolis of sharp and
startling contrasts. Brand-new and stately marble government buildings stood side-by-side with
ramshackle hovels. Roads were unpaved, pigs and cows roamed the avenues and ponds of
open sewage befouled the atmosphere in the stiflingly hot summer months. There was no public
sewer system to speak of. Household waste was generally channeled through aboveground
ditches to empty lots, the Potomac River or the immense and noxious canal that bisected the
city. Illnesses such as cholera and dysentery weren’t uncommon, especially among the poorest
inhabitants. Even posh establishments like the National Hotel were generally poorly ventilated,
had badly constructed water closets and were dismayingly filthy.Finally, and perhaps most
interestingly, the National Hotel disease offers a striking example of how a scrupulous medical
investigation, employing the newest scientific theories and the brightest scientific minds, can be
flawlessly logical but utterly mistaken. Over a period of months, individual investigators as well
as boards of health weighed each piece of evidence that came to light about the possible cause
or causes of the mysterious illness, rejecting them one by one until they concluded that the
culprit was bad air or miasma rising from raw sewage. In doing so, they appealed to their day’s
most sophisticated explanation of the origin and spread of contagious diseases, an explanation



that shortly, thanks to the work of luminaries such as Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch, would be
replaced by the bacteria theory of disease. The medical authorities who concluded that the
National Hotel disease was caused by noxious fumes were breathtakingly close to the truth; they
correctly pinpointed the origin—sewage—but were unable, through no fault of their own, to
understand the means of transmission. They came up with the best explanation possible at the
time. But they were wrong.This book offers the first in-depth look at the National Hotel disease.
The first two chapters describe the context in which both the malady and the panic over it were
generated. Chapter one looks at the presidential campaign of 1856, one in which political rivalry
was so bitter that it wasn’t unreasonable to presume that an attempt might have been made on
the president-elect’s life. Chapter two examines the dismal public sanitation of Washington at the
time of Buchanan’s inauguration as well as the deplorable state of the National Hotel. Chapters
three and four explore the nature of the disease, its effect on Buchanan, the panic that it raised
and the different theories offered at the time about its origin. Chapter five examines the tenacity
with which suspicions that Buchanan had been poisoned hung on even into the twentieth
century. The appendix offers selections from contemporary newspaper and journal accounts of
the illness. Written by reporters covering the story, victims of the illness describing their
symptoms, medical experts weighing in on the causes and editors darkly insisting that foul play
was at work, the selections make for fascinating reading and give a good indication of the extent
to which the National Hotel disease rattled the nation during the first half of 1857.IAN
ACRIMONIOUS YEARThe late Presidential election was a struggle, by one party, to discard the
central idea [of human equality], and to substitute for it the opposite idea that slavery is right.—
Abraham Lincoln1American politics, especially in presidential election years, has always been a
rough-and-tumble business. But in 1856, when the nation was faced with the greatest crisis
since its founding, the contest for the highest elected seat in the land was especially fierce. It
both reflected and aggravated deep-seated antagonisms between defenders and opponents of
the “peculiar institution” of slavery, antagonisms that finally erupted in all-out war five years later.
During the first half of 1857, the toxic atmosphere of distrust and suspicion bred by the national
debate churned up wild rumors about the “real” nature of what happened at the National Hotel.
Had there not been half a decade of escalating political feuding, there likely would have been no
hubbub over the National Hotel disease.SLAVERY AND WESTWARD EXPANSIONThe United
States was founded on the principle that all men were created equal. But by 1787, slavery was a
legal institution in seven of the thirteen states. Persons held in bondage, nearly all of them of
African origin, accounted for 18 percent of the young nation’s four-million-strong population.
Most of the slaves lived in the agricultural South.Even though some whites had serious
reservations about the moral propriety of slavery, for years most of them considered it a
necessary evil on two counts: first, the South economically depended on it, and second, no one
could quite envision what to do with the nearly 700,000 free blacks who would be produced by
abolishing slavery. Partly to soothe uneasy consciences and partly to defend themselves against
what they took to be northern disdain for their way of life, southerners eventually moved away



from the necessary evil argument to a self-serving paternalistic one. Blacks, they insisted, were
incapable of taking care of themselves. Slavery was their best chance for a decent life. So the
peculiar institution evolved from being seen as a necessary evil to being defended as a positive
good.A fair percentage of northerners who disliked slavery were also willing to swallow this
disingenuous defense of it. After all, slave-produced goods, particularly cotton, rice and tobacco,
benefited northern manufacturers, merchants and consumers. As long as the peculiar institution
was contained in the South, most northerners, even those opposed in principle to slavery, were
willing to tolerate it. But what they were reluctant to accept was the expansion of slavery into the
western territories held by the United States. It wasn’t that they felt compassion for the plight of
enslaved Africans—most whites, north and south, were openly racist—but rather that they
feared land available for white settlers would be snatched up by large-scale, slave-owning
plantation farmers. For most “free soilers,” the name by which opponents of the westward
expansion of slavery came to be called, the issue was economic rather than humanitarian.As
early as 1787, the Northwest Ordinance banned slavery in territories north of the Ohio River and
east of the Mississippi River. At the time, even slaveholders were undisturbed by the ban, since
few envisioned settlements ever stretching that far west. But just a generation later, westward
migration had so flooded the old Northwest Territory, as well as the vast lands acquired in the
1803 Louisiana Purchase, that Congress had to broker a new policy in regards to slavery
expansion. The 1820 Missouri Compromise drew an east–west line across the nation, banning
slavery north of the 36° 30’ parallel except in a proposed new state, Missouri. In order to
maintain parity in the Senate and keep both opponents and proponents of slavery satisfied, the
creation of the slave state of Missouri was balanced out by the admission of Maine as a free
one.Many congressmen and citizens genuinely believed that the Missouri Compromise would
put an end once and for all to the debate about slavery’s expansion. But the legislation proved
unstable, with northern abolitionists so loudly and frequently condemning the very institution of
slavery, not simply its expansion, that an exasperated Congress imposed a twelve-year gag rule
that automatically tabled, and effectively buried, the numerous petitions for freeing the slaves
regularly sent to the Capitol.In 1845, the uneasy compromise was further rattled by the
admission of a new slave state, Texas, into the Union, an act that many northern statesmen
fought tooth and nail. A few months later, the United States provoked a land-grabbing war with
Mexico. Upon Mexico’s capitulation in 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ceded Mexican
land to the United States that increased its land size by a full one-third. With this huge
acquisition of territory, stretching all the way to the west coast and including all or most of what
today are the states of Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming,
the debate over the westward expansion of slavery took on a new urgency.Almost from the start
of the war with Mexico, northern and southern politicians wrangled over what to do with the
geographical spoils they anticipated the United States would win. In an effort to forestall
southern demands for an expansion of slavery in them, a junior congressman from
Pennsylvania, David Wilmot, proposed a ban on slavery in any acquired territory. The bill, known



as the Wilmot Proviso, never became law. But it was reintroduced in session after session, each
time igniting furious verbal and sometimes physical scuffles in the Capitol. To make matters
worse, Zachary Taylor, who became president in 1849, opposed expanding slavery into the
western territories, even though he was a slaveholder himself.In an attempt to break the
increasingly acrimonious impasse, Kentucky senator Henry Clay proposed a series of bills in
early 1850 that he hoped would mollify, even if not totally please, both sides. After weeks of
ferocious debate, during which Clay nearly abandoned hope that a compromise could be
worked out, Illinois senator Stephen Douglas managed to get a modified version of Clay’s bills
passed that satisfied everyone just enough to avert a crisis. California would be admitted as a
free state, but the immense slave state of Texas would be broken up to form two new territories,
New Mexico and Utah, whose residents would decide for themselves whether they wanted
slavery. The slave trade, but not slavery itself, would be abolished in Washington, D.C., but the
Fugitive Slave Act, which required local magistrates and citizens to cooperate with federal
marshals in pursuit of runaway slaves, would be more rigorously enforced in the North.The
president who signed the 1850 Compromise into law and who vigorously supported the Fugitive
Slave Act during his time in office was Millard Fillmore, Zachary Taylor’s vice president, who
became chief executive when Taylor died in July 1850. The Fugitive Slave Act was extremely
unpopular in the North, where many citizens refused to obey it. Fillmore’s rigorous enforcement
of it earned him such notoriety that his political party, the rapidly disintegrating Whigs, refused to
nominate him for reelection in 1852. Instead, they chose Mexican War hero Winfield Scott as
their nominee. The Democrats, for their part, settled on dark horse Franklin Pierce, who handily
defeated Scott.THE CRISIS WORSENSPierce’s election re-stoked the debate over slavery’s
expansion. Although a New Englander by birth, he was a Southern sympathizer or “doughface”
by conviction. As president, he fell under the influence of his party’s states’-rights extremists,
especially Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, who became Pierce’s secretary of war. Pierce not only
encouraged the adoption of slavery in the New Mexico and Utah territories but was also an
enthusiastic supporter of creating slaveholding United States territories in both the Caribbean
and Central America.But none of this alienated northern free soilers, including many in Pierce’s
own party, as much as his support of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act sponsored by fellow
Democrat Stephen Douglas. Douglas proposed that the vast region of western land known as
the Nebraska Territory be divided into two distinct ones, Kansas and Nebraska, and that the
inhabitants of the territories be given the right to determine whether or not they wanted slavery, a
doctrine known as “popular sovereignty.” As precedent, he cited the 1850 agreement granting
New Mexico and Utah the same right. At the same time, Douglas proposed that the Missouri
Compromise agreement to limit slavery to land south of the 36° 30′ parallel be declared null and
void.The Kansas-Nebraska Act eventually passed, and Pierce signed it into law. But it was a
disaster for both the nation and the president’s political future. Almost immediately, pro-slavers
and free soilers began flooding into the Kansas Territory, each hoping to outvote the other on the
issue of slavery. Predictably, both sides elected their own governors and state legislators. Pierce



chose to recognize the proslavery territorial government, even though the blatant voter
fraudulency with which it had been established clearly delegitimized it. Before long, the two
factions each organized quasi-militias, often little more than bands of thugs and robbers, which
began skirmishing with one another, especially on the Missouri-Kansas border. By the summer
of 1856, “bleeding Kansas” was embroiled in a small-scale civil war. Opponents and proponents
of slavery from all over the nation rallied behind one side or the other by shipping firearms,
money and mercenaries to Kansas.Franklin Pierce, Buchanan’s predecessor, who ruined his
political prospects and outraged the North by signing the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act into law.
Courtesy of the Library of Congress.Early that same year, a coalition of disaffected Whigs,
northern Democrats, free soilers and other opponents of the spread of slavery coalesced to form
a new political party, the Republicans, whose primary purpose was to overturn the Kansas-
Nebraska Act. Called “Black Republicans” by their critics, who accused them of wanting to
“amalgamate” the black and white races, the members of this new party were united in their
insistence that slavery had to be contained within the borders of the traditional slave states. It
soon became clear that the Republicans would front a candidate in the upcoming presidential
race.THE 1856 CAMPAIGNThe two obvious contenders for the Democratic nomination in the
1856 election year were the incumbent Franklin Pierce and Illinois senator Stephen Douglas,
whose sponsorship of the Kansas-Nebraska Act had made his a household name. But when the
Democrats convened in Cincinnati to select a candidate, they judged both Franklin and Douglas
as too hot to handle. Many northerners despised both Pierce and Douglas because of their
proslavery positions, and many southerners were angry with Douglas because of his defense of
popular sovereignty, believing as they did that slaveholding was a constitutionally guaranteed
right, rather than something decided by popular vote. What the Democrats wanted above all was
a safely electable candidate, and after seventeen ballots, they finally settled on James
Buchanan. Buchanan had been in England during the acrimonious debate over Kansas-
Nebraska and so was unconnected in the public mind with the whole messy affair. No one in the
Democrat party was particularly enthusiastic about his candidacy—the Missouri statesman
Thomas Hart Benton sourly referred to him as “never a leading man in any high sense”2—but
neither was anyone dead set against it.The Republicans were much more excited about their
candidate: the handsome and charismatic John C. Frémont, one-time senator from California
and famous explorer of the far west. Although more dashing than the drab bureaucrat Buchanan,
Frémont actually had fewer qualifications for the presidency. But the Republicans counted on his
celebrity status more than on his political experience to win the election.To complicate what
already promised to be an acrimonious race, a third party entered the fray. The American Party,
popularly known as the “Know-Nothings,” nominated ex-president Millard Fillmore as their
candidate. Theirs was essentially an isolationist party, and their platform, in addition to voicing
strong anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic sentiments, demanded stringent requirements for
citizenship. Democrats, on the other hand, traditionally courted the vote of immigrants,
especially Irish Catholics. But on one point, Democrats and Know-Nothings were united: a



Republican victory would be disastrous.This Republican campaign poster for the 1856
presidential race features portraits of John C. Frémont and his running mate, William L. Dayton.
Buchanan won the election, but he was embarrassed and outraged by the strong showing of the
Republicans. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.The campaign in the summer and fall of 1856
was brutal, and it coincided with an upsurge of violence in Kansas, with a proslavery mob
attacking the free soil town of Lawrence and fiery abolitionist John Brown retaliating by
butchering five proslavery men in what became known as the Pottawatomie Massacre.
Democrats and Know-Nothings frightened the nation with hair-raising predictions that a victory
for Frémont would incite more free soil violence. Additionally, it would irretrievably split the
nation. The South, they argued, would never stomach a Republican as chief executive and
would immediately secede. “The Union is in danger and the people everywhere begin to notice
it,” Buchanan proclaimed. “The Black Republicans must be, as they can be with justice, boldly
assailed as disunionists, and this charge must be reiterated again and again.”3 The Democrats
also played to racial prejudice by tirelessly lamenting the sweeping miscegenation they claimed
a Republican victory would inaugurate, thus playing up on racial prejudice.For their part, the
Republicans countered with equally dire predictions of economic loss for white citizens if
Buchanan won. They insisted that he was a spineless tool of the Slave Power who would allow
slave owners to flood the western territories and snatch up all the land that otherwise could be
claimed by white settlers. A campaign song written by a Republican wag quickly made the
rounds.No more I’m James Buchanan—I sold myself down South.Henceforth I’ll do what my
masters pleaseAnd speak what they put in my mouth!But don’t let that alarm you, forgive his
slavish tone.
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jeffrey o. greiner, “Excellent information on historical impact.. Found this book quite fascinating.
Talks about how Buchanan may have been affected in some of his decision making. He was at
best an inept president , the disease may have made him worse. Wonderful for info on pre-germ
science and understanding of how it influenced decisions. But Miasma seems to be a significant
component of the time. Also makes for excellent material on conspiracies. Many thought at the
time Buchanan was poisoned, so conspiracy theories and false claims are not new.Also guides
you on lost places in DC, The hotel is gone and soon the Newseum which stands where it did
will also soon be gone. I love DC and any way I gain more insight as a tour guide helps to build
future tours. Love the book brings back old DC.  JOG”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 2 people have provided feedback.
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