
 1 

 

About The Journal 

The American Journal of The Medical Sciences (AJMS), founded in 1820, is the 2nd oldest medical journal in the 
United States. The AJMS is the official journal of the Southern Society for Clinical Investigation (SSCI). The SSCI is 
dedicated to the advancement of medical research and the exchange of knowledge, information and ideas. Its 
members are committed to mentoring future generations of medical investigators and promoting careers in academic 
medicine. The AJMS publishes, on a monthly basis, peer-reviewed articles in the field of internal medicine and its 
subspecialties, which include: 

• Original clinical and basic science investigations 
• Review articles 
• Case reports 
• Images in the Medical Sciences 

http://www.ssciweb.org/


 2 

Post-infection Immunity to Measles was Known to Common Folk 

Well before its Discovery by Science 

WILLIAM MEACHAM* 

 

 In research for a paper on the measles epidemics in military camps during the American 

Civil War, I came across this statement in Freemon’s classic work on Civil War medicine: “A 

significant advance of medical thought early in the War was the appreciation by J.J. Woodward 

and Roberts Bartholow that these diseases [measles and mumps] occur only once in each 

individual.” [1] This appeared odd because of a comment I had seen in a letter written in 

November 1861 (seven months after the war began) by a common foot soldier of the 7th Texas 

Infantry, C.W. Love, stationed at Hopkinsville, Kentucky: “The Camp East of this place and 

about a mile and a half from us has Meazles and Mumps they will no doubt soon be in our camp 

but there are not many who have not already had them.” [2] And this humorous note appeared in 

1856, five years before the war started, in the Daily Louisville Democrat :  “A political party can 

no more escape the Marshalls [prominent local family] than an individual can hope to escape the 

measles. Happy would it be for parties if like the measles they were never inflicted but once.”[3] 

 Woodward and Bartholow were leading medical authorities in the U.S. at the time. It is 

hard to believe they would not have been aware of such a popular idea, and its scientific 

confirmation after a study of measles on the Faroe islands in Denmark, published in 1847. In a 

brilliant epidemiological investigation, Danish medical officer Peter L. Panum established that  
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infection and recovery from measles provided lifelong immunity. [4] But folk knowledge had  

reached that conclusion many years before Panum. A humorous anecdote published in several 

newspapers in 1831 seems to reflect a widely held belief: 

 

“Dr. B-----, of New Jersey, is not only one of the most learned, experienced and 

sagacious physicians in this country, but the most free of pedantry and pretence. 

A gentleman once asked him the reason why certain diseases such as measles, 

whooping cough, and small pox, could only be had but once. After considering a 

moment, the Doctor replied, ‘If you will tell me why people have them once, then 

I will tell you why they never have them twice.’ ”  

Some of the newspapers that published this item in 1831 were Baltimore Patriot, June 4; Miners’ 

and Farmers’ Journal Charlotte, June 22; Nantucket Inquirer, October 8. [5] 

 A ditty published on February 15, 1832 in the National Aegis (Worcester, Massachusetts) 

and in other newspapers later also reflected this view of measles: 

 

La ! what a dolt, sir, love is like, 

The measles, or being hung; 

Folks never have it twice, you know 

And always catch it young. [6] 

 

 In 1814 one finds this newspaper account of a new skin disease: “It is however different 

from the measles in several particulars, and one that is very important, which is, that the same 

person may have this complaint more than once.” This appeared in Poulson's American Daily 
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Advertiser of Philadelphia. [7] Clearly, by the early 1800s folk knowledge had established the 

one-time nature of measles. 

 The roots for this knowledge are found in the 18th century. There was an awareness that 

measles was usually a one-time occurrence. This is seen in the advertisements for the sale of 

slaves with a claim about previous measles infection such as the following: 

 

TO BE SOLD:  

A Negro Girl, about thirteen years of age, speaks very good English, and has had both 

Small-Pox and Measles… [8] 

 

This notice appeared in a Boston newspaper in 1730; in subsequent decades there were hundreds 

more with the same wording. According to a recent study of early American slavery, the phrase 

“has had both smallpox and measles” was an important selling point:  it indicated that “a slave 

had had [both] and the resulting immunization that the successfully survived disease provided in 

a society that was periodically racked by epidemics.” [9] In the medical community and 18th 

century society at large, there seems to have been a belief that recovery from measles provided 

some sort of immunity, as reflected in this 1773 statement in a popular medical article: “The 

Measles [and] the Small-Pox … are both infectious, and seldom attack people more than once.” 

[10] Furthermore, the knowledge and practice of inoculation against smallpox was spreading at 

this time, providing evidence that immunity was the likely result of mild infection by variolation. 

Experiments had been made as early as 1758 with partial success to inoculate against measles. 

[11]  
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 By the early decades of the 19th century, the notion of post-infection immunity had 

clearly developed into widespread knowledge of the fact that measles occurs only once in an 

individual. In view of this folk wisdom regarding lifelong immunity, it is surprising that no one 

in the American medical establishment made the discovery for science that awaited Peter Panum. 

Even more surprising perhaps is the fact that vaccination for measles took 200 years after the 

early experimentation, even though by 1800 inoculation for smallpox had proven successful and 

was spreading in Europe and the United States. 

 In 1863 Bartholow described ordinary measles as a disease “which usually prevails 

amongst children and most housewives feel competent to treat.” He considered ‘camp measles’ 

to be the same poison but more dangerous since it “luxurates amongst recruits and in camps, 

because the objective and subjective conditions for its development are peculiarly rich in this 

class of patients.” [12] Measles is believed to have killed around 5000 soldiers during the Civil 

War, but Bartholow attributed this mortality in part to the treatments they were subjected to:  

blood-letting, purging, leeches, and calomel among others. 

 For the general public, measles was considered inevitable and to be endured, normally in 

childhood, as reflected in this 1859 statement: “Generally such things are taken as children do 

the measles, as a matter of course, and what has to be endured.” [13] The light at the end of a 

week or two of sickness was knowledge that it would not recur for the rest of one’s life. But 

there was fear, too, when a particularly virulent strain of measles occurred. Mark Twain wrote: 

“When I was twelve and a half years old [1848] … the summer came, and brought with it 

an epidemic of measles. For a time a child died almost every day. The village [Hannibal, 

Missouri] was paralyzed with fright, distress, despair. Children that were not smitten with 

the disease were imprisoned in their homes to save them from the infection.” [14] 
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 Various prophylactic and palliative measures have been tried since Mark Twain’s day 

with some limited successes. One folk measure that was tested scientifically in 1914 was the use 

of eucalyptus oil smeared over the entire body twice a day, or inhaled as fumes. These methods 

were reported to “not only render the patients themselves less contagious but would render those 

exposed to contagion less apt to contract the disease.” [15] The same procedure is still 

recommended by modern aromatherapists, who claim that the vapors of the oil boost the immune 

system in addition to inhibiting the growth of bacteria and viruses in the lungs. [16] 

 Because of the lifelong immunity after recovery, specific effort was focused by medical 

researchers on alleviating the severity of measles infection, rather than preventing it outright. 

This was acknowledged in a 1942 study of immune globulin as a prophylaxis (it did not work 

well). The researcher wrote that there were often “sufficient reasons for attempting to prevent 

measles, although in general it is better practice to allow the individual to contract the disease in 

a modified form and to develop immunity.” [17] 

 It was only after 1954 when the measles virus was first isolated that research to produce a 

vaccine began to bear fruit. Four years later the first vaccine was tested. Medical science had 

finally provided immunity without the suffering of the disease. 
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