THE FLOGGING OF CHOLERA ON THE ROMANIAN LAND

– A Calamity of Modern Times –
Abstract
Cholera, the most threatening epidemic disease of the nineteenth century, raged over the Romanian lands to begin with 1831. From southern Russia, it came into Moldavia, the Principality lying between the Prut and the Carpatians, then under Ottoman suzerainty.  
The first cases were signalled in Jassy in May 1831. On 12/24 June, Consul E. L. Blutte reported to the British ambassador to Constantinople that in the past two weeks 1,800 cases of cholera had been recorded in the Moldavian capital. The 30,000 inhabitants of the town had been reduced to a third, with the Jews and the Gypsies, believed to be living in highly non hygienic conditions, expulsed, and the town inhabitants fleeing into the rural areas, so as to place themselves at a lesser risk of contamination. The statistics on the evolution of the epidemic in the entire Principality of Moldavia from 2/14 May to 1/13 June showed the occurrence of 1,711 cases, 620 deaths, 680 cases of remission, and 411 individuals still ill, that is a death rate of approximately 40%.
The authorities in Moldavia and Wallachia took quick measures to strengthen the quarantine cordons and to evacuate the population from the crowded urban centres. The panic that had struck the inhabitants not very long before, when the great pest epidemics had been sweeping over the Romanian lands, struck again.

On 22 June, the first cases of cholera were recorded in Bucharest, the capital of Wallachia. One should note that the epidemic was less severe in Wallachia than in Moldavia. Therefore, it claimed 2,887 victims out of the 32,000 inhabitants of Jassy, and only 1,674 of the 95,000 inhabitants of Bucharest. The more favourable situation in Bucharest was attributed to a more active dispersion of the population as compared with Jassy, dispersion being considered the best means to prevent the spreading of the disease.
In the two Romanian Principalities, where systematic dispersion of the town population was resorted to, the records showed one case of cholera in 89 individuals and one death in 149 individuals. On the contrary, in Hungary, where the population remained massed in urban agglomerations, there was one case of cholera in 35 individuals and one death in 76 individuals.  

In Transylvania and the Banat, provinces of the Habsbourg Empire where the Romanians made the majority, cholera penetrated by the middle of 1831, coming both from the north, from Galitia, and from the south-east, from Wallachia and Moldavia.

Jóseph Ferentzi, the protophysician of Transylvania, applied energetic measures to check off the disease, without rejecting, for that matter, the cures recommended by laypersons, like for instance Priest J. Morvai, who advocated, among others, the use of dry heat (heated bed) and wet heat (baths, steam).

The epidemic of Transylvania desisted in January 1832, after having registered officially 3,629 cases, among which 1,426 deaths, therefore a death rate of 39.6%.

A new outbreak of the cholera epidemic occurred in Transylvania in 1836, with the disease coming this time from Central Europe. Cases were also signalled on the other side of the Carpathians, especially in the western area of Wallachia.

In 1848, a new and great epidemic wave swept over the Romanian lands.
The first cases were recorded in April, in the Danubian port of Galaţi. To begin with 3/15 May, cholera was raging again at Jassy, under a rather virulent form. The Russian troops, sent to Moldavia to quench the revolutionary spirit on the rise, were in their turn afflicted with the disease that had only recently struck their Empire.

The quarantine measures adopted in Wallachia at the time could not prevent the spreading of the disease. In May, multiple cases were recorded in the district of Prahova, and, at the beginning of June, cholera showed its ugly head in Bucharest. The triumph of the 1848 revolution in Wallachia, sanctioned by the establishment of a provisory government on 11/23 June, occurred at a time when the epidemic was raging at full speed. Indeed, a large number of testimonies point out to the negative impact of the disease on the revolutionary developments.

In 1848, the cholera epidemic was also present in Transylvania, where the revolution was in full swing. The contamination came from Wallachia and Moldavia but did not take dramatic accents.

In the autumn of 1853, new cases of cholera were recorded in Moldavia, as well as in Wallachia, then under a new Russian military occupation. Very soon, the epidemic broke out in Bucharest and in Craiova, without a dramatic spreading, though. The outbreak of hostilities between the Turks and the Russians contributed to the exacerbation of the epidemic phenomenon in 1853–1854.

Ever more threatening spreading sources of cholera appeared in the ports of the Black Sea, where an expeditionary Anglo-French corps was positioned. During the Crimean war, in 1854, cholera was brought to Bucharest by the Ottoman troops of occupation, after the withdrawal of the Russian army. The prophylactic measures applied by the local medical body, headed by Physician Carol Davila, allowed for a relative control of the epidemic in 1854 and 1855. The “anti-choleric drops” recommended by Davila, a medicine with opium, rhubarb and saffron in its composition was highly appreciated at the time.
The fourth cholera epidemic broke out on Indian soil in 1863. Two years later, it came to manifest itself in Romania, in the Danubian port of Galaţi, with the infection imported by way of sea. The era of epidemics carried on board the ships had begun.

The cholera of 1865–1866 first affected the Romanian localities on the Danube line, then a series of towns in the main land. In 1866, 57,088 cases were recorded in the entire country, 24,034 of which lethal ones, i.e. a death rate of 42%. In Bucharest, the flogging of cholera was less vigorous.
It is noteworthy that mass desertion of urban centres did not occur anymore. Towns were systematically purged of waste and litter, a control of the purity of the water was ensured, the individuals afflicted with the disease were immediately placed in isolation, and all human contacts were carefully supervised.  

In 1872–1873, the epidemic crossed the Prut back from Russia, as well as the Danube, from Bulgaria. Although lasting only two months in Bucharest, the cholera of 1873 claimed 1,240 cases and 746 deaths, with a death rate of 60.1%.

The alarm given in Bucharest in 1884, when cholera was sweeping over France proved to be without an object. Only in 1893 did a new wave of the epidemic penetrate into Romania, for the last time in the nineteenth century. The infection was carried on board the ships sailing over from the East, and it affected especially the port towns. Owing to consistent prophy-lactic measures, the capital town of Bucharest was spared on the occasion.

Towards the end of the aforementioned century, the issue of quarantine as a means of prevention was a main topic of discussion among Romanian physicians.  The greatest majority believed that total suspension of the circulation of individuals and of the exchange of goods, by land quarantine, was not only insufficient but detrimental to society as well. On the contrary, they insisted on the benefits of health control and supervision of voyagers coming from contaminated regions, on developing new techniques to isolate vibrios and on disinfecting measures.
The panic caused by the outbreak of cholera left deep marks in the collective memory. A special paragraph in the present book is devoted to the folkloric image of cholera created by the Romanian rural world around 1900.  

Romania came under the threat of the sixth pandemic of cholera, which broke out towards the beginning the twentieth century. The measures taken by the sanitary authorities were all the more severe, seeing that the epidemic had manifestations on the territory of Russia. As early as 1907, the experimental medical laboratory of Bucharest, led by Professor Ion Cantacuzino, was involved in preparing an anti-choleric serum for diagnose.  

In 1911, cases of cholera were recorded in several towns. However, the prompt intervention of the sanitary authorities prevented the spreading of the epidemic. In the meantime, an anti-choleric vaccine was being developed in the laboratory of Professor Cantacuzino, with application of Kolle’s method, modified by the Romanian researchers.

The outbreak of the Balkan War in 1913, with the participation of Romania in the military action against Bulgaria, led to massive contami-nation of the Romanian troops. Indeed, owing to massive dislocation of the military and the civilians, cholera had been spreading considerably south of the Danube. On their way back to the country, the Romanian military often proved to be carriers of the disease.

Entrusted with the general overseeing of the anti-epidemiological campaign, Professor Cantacuzino launched a project of mass vaccination in the army and among the inhabitants of towns and villages at risk. This campaign would be recorded in the history of epidemiology as the “great Romanian experience” of 1913, after the term put forward by the Russian microbiologist established in France, Al. Bezredka.

Despite its serious flaws, the Romanian medical and sanitary system of 1913 was successful in removing the danger of a devastating epidemic. The records indicated, on the entire territory, 8,256 cases of cholera, among which 4,526 deaths, i.e. a death rate of 54.8 %. In the rural area, 7,075 cases were recorded, of which 3,842 were lethal, and in the urban area, 1,181 cases, among which 684 lethal ones.

From 1913 until in August 1916, when Romania entered the war, no cholera cases were recorded. Less than 800 cases of cholera were recorded during the military operations of 1916–1917, both among the military and the civilians, with less than 300 deaths to cholera. Professor Cantacuzino and his co-workers attributed this unexpectedly favourable situation to mass vaccination. Also noteworthy is the contribution to the anti-epidemic campaigns of another eminent bacteriologist, Professor Victor Babeş.

In the interwar period, a short episode of the epidemic was noted in 1922, when several cholera cases were recorded in Bessarabia, then the eastern province of Romania (the present Republic of Moldova), with the infection coming from the USSR.

In 1938, anti-choleric vaccine developed by the “I. Cantacuzino” Institute of Bucharest was sent to China at the request of the Chinese medical authorities.  
In 1973, the National Centre of reference for the Vibrio genus was created within the aforementioned institute. At that stage, the Romanian epidemiologists had also accepted the opinion that anti-choleric vaccination was not a sound means to prevent and treat cholera.

In 1977–1995, ten epidemic outbreaks caused by the vibrio of the eltor genus were recorded in Romania. They claimed a number of cases varying between 14 and 502, as well as 6 to 243 asymptomatic infections. Lethal cases were only recorded in 1981, to a number of 14. On every occasion, the energetic measures of diagnose and treatment were successful in checking off the disease.
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