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Lena Agle, age 2½, died of diphtheria on October 9, 1893. Just one week 
earlier, Dr. William Taylor had reported her illness to the Columbia 
Board of Health—a newly formed agency within the government 
of Columbia borough. Lena was just one of 153 cases of diphtheria 
recorded in the log of “Infectious and Contagious Diseases” between 
September 1893 and December 1894. The Borough of Columbia kept 
this written record, the “Ledger,” from the start of the diphtheria 
outbreak until September 1905 (Infectious and Contagious). The same 
volume also contains records of births and deaths in Columbia from 
1893 to 1900. This book, stored at the Lancaster County Archives 
and also available on microfilm, provides valuable insight into the 
relationship between government, public health, medical personnel, 
medical institutions, and society from the end of the nineteenth century 
and into the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Introduction

The new Columbia Hospital opened on Thanksgiving day, 1903. It was located at 7th and 
Poplar Streets in Columbia.
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The Ledger



Laennec’s stethoscope design from Translation of Selected Passages From De l’Ascultation Médiate as reprinted in 
1923 by William Wood & Co., New York.

Phthisis
(Tuberculosis)

Among the infectious diseases recorded in Columbia, diphtheria, scarlet fever, typhoid 
fever, and smallpox came and went as epidemics. Only tuberculosis—phthisis—was 
an ever-present threat to life and the public health. Counting only those deaths that 
can be clearly identified as being due to tuberculosis, the death rate from this disease 
closely mirrored that of the United States. Even though over ten years had passed since 
Koch identified the infectious cause of tuberculosis, many still considered it hereditary. 
Families often insisted that an alternative diagnosis be recorded as the cause of death 
to avoid the stigma associated with tuberculosis. Commonly used euphemisms were 
bronchitis or catarrah. From 1893 to 1900, an average of sixteen Columbia residents died 
of tuberculosis each year. These deaths were recorded in the death log. The average age 
was thirty-four, a young adult in the prime of life often leaving behind a spouse and 
children. 


