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Process Paper 

While studying immunology in biology class, I learned that George Washington 

ordered the Continental Army inoculated against smallpox during the American 

Revolution. Undertaken decades before vaccines, inoculation was a risky, controversial, 

and sometimes fatal eighteenth-century practice that used a live virus to induce 

immunity. After further research, I realized that traditional narratives often overlook  

both the critical role smallpox played in shaping the Revolution and the revolutionary, 

far-reaching nature of Washington’s response. This topic allowed me to explore a 

lesser-known aspect of the Revolution during its semiquincentennial while providing a 

unique perspective on the interplay between Revolution and Reaction: revolutionary 

conditions produced a smallpox epidemic that disrupted the Revolution, forcing 

Washington to react with a controversial policy that reshaped it in turn.  

I began my research at local libraries, reading histories of the Revolution and 

smallpox to establish context and identify key debates. Because secondary literature 

rarely treats inoculation as a central wartime strategy, I relied more heavily on primary 

sources to refine my argument and build evidence. These included soldier and civilian 

journals, medical accounts, troop statistics, British narratives, newspapers, colonial 

statutes, and religious texts. Digital archives, university collections, and Chronicling 

America were especially beneficial in accessing primary materials otherwise unavailable 

to me. In particular, the U.S. National Archives wartime correspondence from 

Washington and other Founding Fathers was invaluable, providing insight into how 

revolutionary leaders understood and managed smallpox medically and strategically.  

I chose to write a paper to present an in-depth, analytical argument and, because  
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my topic lacked primary source images and video, it was less suited to visual 

categories. I organized my paper thematically, examining smallpox’s impact on the 

Revolution, Washington’s inoculation decision, and the broader military, medical, and 

social consequences of his policy. I revised drafts to strengthen my historical argument, 

improve analysis, and integrate primary sources effectively.  

Wartime conditions produced a deadly smallpox epidemic that weakened 

Washington’s army and disrupted the Revolution. In reaction, Washington implemented 

a revolutionary inoculation policy that protected tens of thousands of soldiers. More than 

simply medical, his decision proved a military necessity that strengthened the army and 

helped secure American victory. Beyond the Revolution, it established early precedents 

for preventive medicine and public health practices that continue to resonate. 

Eighteenth-century debates over inoculation remain relevant today, highlighting ongoing 

conflicts between public fear, medical authority, and state intervention during epidemics. 

Historical accounts of the Revolution often either reduce smallpox to a peripheral 

medical concern or dismiss its impact entirely. This paper challenges these narratives 

by demonstrating smallpox’s critical role in shaping military outcomes and by reframing 

Washington’s reaction as a strategic response to that threat. Viewing Washington’s 

inoculation policy as central to the Revolution’s preservation offers a more complete 

interpretation of his military leadership, suggesting a willingness to defy opposition for 

wartime needs and sacrifice short-term readiness in pursuit of revolutionary victory.  

Washington’s revolutionary reaction strengthened military effectiveness, helped 

secure independence, shifted public attitudes, set a precedent for preventive health 

practices, and left a lasting legacy in the new United States. 
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A Revolution Within a Revolution:  

Washington, Smallpox, and the Continental Army 

 

 

“Should Smallpox infect the Army…we should have more to dread from it than  

from the Sword of the Enemy” — George Washington, February 6, 17771 

 

Historical accounts of the American Revolution have long emphasized the 

logistical, manpower, and financial constraints that faced the American war effort. 

However, smallpox’s critical role in the conflict, and the revolutionary medical policy 

General George Washington undertook in response, remain comparatively 

underexamined, limiting understanding of both the Revolution and his leadership.  

Revolutionary conditions sparked a deadly smallpox epidemic that spread 

through the colonies, weakening American forces and threatening the Revolution.  

In reaction, Washington ordered the Continental Army’s mass inoculation in 1777, 

implementing a controversial policy amid legal restrictions, public opposition, and 

wartime risk. More than simply a medical response, Washington’s reaction represented 

a strategic military intervention that strengthened army effectiveness and contributed to 

revolutionary success. It also advanced disease control and early preventive medicine 

in ways that continue to influence public health.  

 Washington’s revolutionary reaction thus stands as one of the most significant 

yet undervalued achievements of his military leadership.  

 
1 “George Washington to William Shippen, Jr., February 6, 1777,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0281  
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A Deadly Reaction to Revolution 

Smallpox was one of the deadliest diseases of the eighteenth century. Highly 

contagious, it caused fever, severe pain, and a distinctive pustular rash, killing 20-30% 

and leaving many survivors blind or disfigured.2 Responsible for 500 million deaths 

worldwide, smallpox struck indiscriminately.3 Pharaohs, Roman emperors, European 

monarchs, Russian tsars, and Japanese emperors all succumbed, reshaping global 

power and destabilizing dynasties.4 In the Americas, its introduction by European 

colonizers in the 1500s proved catastrophic, killing an estimated 95% of Indigenous 

populations and remaining a persistent threat across the continent.5  

As the Revolution unfolded in the colonies in 1775, a smallpox epidemic swept 

alongside. While some accounts claim this “coincided” with the Revolution, the war itself 

created the conditions for smallpox to spread.6 Military mobilization, rural recruits, 

unsanitary camps, civilian quartering, and the influx of foreign combatants brought 

previously dispersed populations into close, sustained contact. These dynamics 

produced a North American epidemic from 1775-82 (see Appendix A) that claimed 

130,000 lives, far exceeding the 37,000 deaths from combat.7  

Americans’ limited exposure to smallpox left them highly susceptible, with 

contemporary estimates suggesting that “not one in twenty” colonists possessed  

immunity.8 Smallpox’s endemic presence in Europe, however, meant British troops were  
 

2 Elizabeth Fenn, Pox Americana: The Great Smallpox Epidemic (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001), pp.16-20. 
3 “The Triumph of Science: The Incredible Story of Smallpox Eradication,” National Foundation for Infectious 
Diseases, 2023, https://www.nfid.org/the-triumph-of-science-the-incredible-story-of-smallpox-eradication/ 
4 Donald Hopkins, Princes and Peasants: Smallpox in History (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1983), p.3. 
5 Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005), p.78. 
6 GeoƯrey C. Ward, The American Revolution: An Intimate History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2025), p.155. 
7 Fenn, Pox Americana, p.274; Howard Peckham, The Toll of Independence: Engagements and Battle 
Casualties of the American Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), p.132. 
8 “Jonathan Trumbull, Sr., to George Washington, July 6, 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-05-02-0159 
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mostly protected, giving the British Army a strategic advantage from the outset. 

Washington, who had himself been “strongly attacked with smallpox” in Barbados  

in 1751, recognized the danger this posed, referencing smallpox and its military 

implications over 200 times in his wartime correspondence.9 British reports, by contrast, 

rarely mention it, besides noting it posed “a deadly infection in Yankee veins.”10 

This imbalance is evident as early as the siege of Boston in 1775, where 

smallpox had become an escalating crisis and civilians reported “ten to thirty funerals  

a day.”11 While the epidemic posed little disruption to the occupying British forces, 

Washington had to take urgent precautions to prevent it reaching his troops and 

destabilizing his army. These measures included establishing a quarantine hospital, 

isolating infected soldiers, banning civilian contact, and ordering letters be “dipped in 

vinegar” for disinfection.12 Military decision-making was also impacted, forcing a 

prolonged siege rather than a direct assault, with entry into Boston restricted until 

“declared…free from infection.”13  

During the 1775-76 Québec invasion, smallpox swept through American troops, 

infecting “whole regiments in a few days.”14 By spring 1776, over 4,000 men, roughly 

half the army, were incapacitated, collapsing American momentum and ending hopes  

 
9 George Washington, November 17, 1751, The Diaries of George Washington, Vol. 1, ed. John Fitzpatrick 
(Boston: Houghton MiƯlin, 1925), p.25;  
Kenneth Koyle, “Smallpox in the Colonial Army,” The Medical Journal, Spring 2025, medcoe.army.mil/the-
medical-journal/; https://founders.archives.gov/search 
10 Thomas Ainslie, December 9, 1775, The Journal of Captain Ainslie, ed. S.S. Cohen (Toronto, 1968), p.27. 
11 Christopher Marshall, July 26, 1775, Passages from the Remembrancer of Christopher Marshall, ed. 
William Duane Jr. (Philadelphia: J. Crissy, 1839), https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000219707, p.38. 
12 Samuel Bixby, December 4, 1775, Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society 14 (Boston: The 
Society, 1887), https://revwar75.com/library/bob/diaries2.htm., p.297.  
13 Hugh Thursfield, “Smallpox in the American War of Independence,” Annals of Medical History, May 1940, 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7942582/, p.314; The New-England Chronicle, July 18, 1776, 
Chronicling America, https://www.loc.gov/item/sn83020482/1776-07-18/ed-1/ 
14 “Brigadier General John Sullivan to George Washington, June 24, 1776,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-05-02-0059 
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of making Canada the ‘fourteenth colony.’15 Army physician James Tilton highlighted 

smallpox’s military cost, recording “we lost ten to twenty men from disease for every  

one by weapons of the enemy.”16 Retreating troops spread infection into civilian 

communities, expanding the epidemic beyond the battlefield.17  

By the time independence was declared on July 4, 1776, smallpox had shifted 

from a logistical challenge to a direct threat to the revolutionary cause. While largely 

inconsequential to British forces, it proved disproportionately damaging to American 

strategy and campaigns, at times leaving half the Continental Army unfit for duty. 

Smallpox’s devastation that year prompted John Adams to denounce it as “ten times 

more terrible than Britons, Canadians and Indians together.”18 However, at the time, 

Washington still believed that discipline, vigilance, and “proper precautions” offered the 

best means of controlling smallpox.19  

Washington’s Revolutionary Reaction 

By January 1777, the Continental Army was in crisis. A series of defeats, 

remembered by Thomas Paine as “the black times of Seventy-six,” had reduced the 

army from 14,000 to just 3,000 men.20 During winter quarters at Morristown, smallpox 

again spread uncontrollably, leaving one-third of Washington’s army sick.21 Fear of  

contagion deterred much-needed recruitment and caused “very great desertion,”  

 
15 Charles H. Lesser, ed., The Sinews of Independence (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1976), pp.22-27. 
16 James Tilton, Economical Observations on Military Hospitals: and the Prevention and Cure of Diseases 
(Wilmington: J. Wilson, 1813), https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid-2575018R-bk, p.34.  
17 Fenn, Pox Americana, pp.108-9. 
18 “John Adams to Abigail Adams, June 26, 1776,” Adams Family Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society, 
https://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/archive/doc?id=L17760626ja 
19 “George Washington to Jonathan Trumbull, July 7, 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-05-02-0165 
20 “Thomas Paine to Samuel Adams, January 1, 1803,” The Thomas Paine Historical Society, 
https://www.thomaspaine.org/writings/1803/to-samuel-adams-january-1-1803;  
Robert O’Connell, Revolutionary: George Washington at War (New York: Random House, 2019), p.168. 
21 Lesser, The Sinews of, p.43. 
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leading Washington to complain his army was “here today, gone tomorrow.”22 As the 

backbone of American military, Washington understood that the Continental Army’s 

survival and the Revolution’s survival were inseparable.23 British General Howe similarly 

identified “the defeat of the rebel regular army” as the “surest road to peace.”24 Fearing 

imminent collapse, Washington wrote to Congress that “desperate diseases require 

desperate remedies,” and began to consider inoculation as both a medical intervention 

and military necessity.25  

Prior to this, inoculation had not been a serious consideration. Practiced for 

centuries across Asia and Africa, it had been introduced to the American colonies in 

1716 by Onesimus, an enslaved West African man who shared his knowledge of the 

practice.26 A pioneering approach nearly a century before the first vaccine, it involved 

infecting healthy individuals with live smallpox virus to induce immunity. However, 

inoculation was dangerous and controversial: it had a 2% mortality rate, risked 

uncontrollable outbreaks, and was condemned by the clergy for interfering with God’s 

will, declaring smallpox “a punishment from a righteous God.”27 

While inoculation had gained broad acceptance across Europe, where smallpox 

was endemic, it remained socially and politically divisive in the American colonies. Many  

colonists feared it could trigger widespread epidemics, leading to anti-inoculation riots  

 
22 “Major General Horatio Gates to George Washington, August 7,1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-05-02-0451;  
“George Washington to John Parke Custis, January 22, 1777,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0133 
23 Ann Becker, Smallpox in Washington’s Army (London: Lexington Books, 2023), p.2. 
24 William Howe, The Narrative of Lieutenant General Sir William Howe (London: H. Baldwin, 1781), p.19. 
25 “George Washington to John Hancock, December 20, 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives,  
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-07-02-0305 
26 Zabdiel Boylston, An Historical Account of the Small-Pox Inoculated in New-England (Boston, 1730), 
http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/2544007R, p.35. 
27 John Williams, Several Arguments Proving that Inoculating the Small Pox is Not Contained in the Law of 
Physick (Boston, 1721), https://archive.org/details/2577020R.nlm.nih.gov, p.5. 
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in Virginia in 1768-69 and the destruction of an inoculation hospital dubbed “Castle Pox”  

in Massachusetts in 1773.28 To prevent uncontrollable spread, the practice was 

prohibited in many colonies, including New York, Connecticut, and Virginia (see 

Appendix B). In 1776, Congress also banned inoculation within the army, citing 

concerns that widespread infection “might prove fatal.”29  

Against this backdrop, Washington faced a difficult decision: inoculation offered 

the only reliable protection against what he deemed his “most dangerous enemy,” but 

mass inoculation had never been attempted before, risked large-scale outbreaks, 

generated fierce opposition, and would leave the army incapacitated and vulnerable to 

attack for weeks.30 He remained “much at a loss what step to take” throughout January, 

balancing medical necessity, legal restrictions, and significant wartime pressure.31 At 

stake were thousands of lives, the army’s survival, and potentially the Revolution itself. 

Ultimately deciding to trust the “judgment and determination of the medical gentlemen,” 

Washington took the revolutionary step of ordering the Continental Army’s inoculation 

on February 6, 1777, announcing: 

I have determined that the troops shall be inoculated. This may be attended  
with some inconveniences and some disadvantages, but yet I trust its 
consequences will have the most happy effects. Necessity not only authorizes  
but seems to require the measure.32 

 
28 Andrew Wehrman, The Contagion of Liberty (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2022), p.79; 
Ashley Bowen, October 19, 1773, “The Journals of Ashley Bowen (1728–1813) of Marblehead,” Colonial 
Society of Massachusetts, https://www.colonialsociety.org/node/735, p.363. 
29 “General Orders, May 26, 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-04-02-0312 
30 “George Washington to John Hancock, July 21, 1775,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-01-02-0085 
31 “George Washington to Major General Horatio Gates, February 5–6, 1777,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0267 
32 “George Washington to John Hancock, February 5, 1777,” footnote 12, Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0268; 
“George Washington to William Shippen, Jr., February 6, 1777,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0281 
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Washington’s bold act of leadership launched the first state-mandated inoculation policy  

in history—a decision that overrode individual consent, defied prevailing laws, and 

needed to be executed in secrecy at the height of war. 

Traditional battlefield-centered narratives that frame Washington as “inactive” 

during the winter encampment overlook a critical aspect of his leadership: managing  

the Continental Army’s mass inoculation.33 Under Washington’s direction, thousands of 

soldiers were isolated, transferred to hospitals, and inoculated. Their clothes were  

then “washed and well-smoked” and their recovery managed for weeks until declared 

“cleansed from infection.”34 Eleven inoculation hospitals were established across  

six colonies in 1777 alone, forcing Congress and states like Connecticut to reverse 

earlier restrictions.35  

Washington’s insistence on speed and secrecy reflects his awareness of the 

operation’s military risk, fearing that “the enemy, knowing it, will certainly take advantage 

of our situation.”36 A staggered schedule was devised by Alexander Hamilton, his aide-

de-camp, so that “five days before one set is fit to leave, another set may be preparing 

to go in.”37 New recruits were ordered to be inoculated “as fast as they arrive.”38 Even 

troop reporting was suspended to conceal the army’s vulnerability, since an attack by 

 
33 John Ferling, Whirlwind: The American Revolution and the War that Won It (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 
2015), p.186. 
34 “George Washington to Major General Horatio Gates, January 28, 1777,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0180; 
“George Washington to William Shippen, Jr., February 6, 1777,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0281 
35 Fenn, Pox Americana, p.94; Wehrman, The Contagion of, p.212. 
36 “George Washington to Major General Horatio Gates, February 5–6, 1777,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0267 
37 “Alexander Hamilton to Major General Adam Stephen, March 13, 1777,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-01-02-0103  
38 “George Washington to Brigadier General James Mitchell Varnum, March 3, 1777,” Founders 
Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-08-02-0531 
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the 20,000-strong British could have proven disastrous with only 1,000 Continentals  

fit for duty.39 Washington’s strategy succeeded, with “nearly one-half of the troops” 

inoculated before the British became aware.40  

Within the army itself, reactions to the policy were mixed. Some generals, fearing 

that inoculation might “prove fatal…and ruin the country,” hesitated to follow orders, 

leading Washington to complain about delays in receiving recruits.41 Soldiers who had 

witnessed smallpox’s devastation firsthand, however, accepted the procedure  

“with enthusiasm.”42 One private recalled “we lost none” and had been inoculated 

“favorably” alongside 400 others in Connecticut that May.43 While most experienced 

only mild illness, records indicate that 1-2% of otherwise healthy soldiers died from 

inoculation, underscoring the enormous stakes of Washington’s decision.44  

By 1778, Washington’s policy had successfully inoculated over 40,000 soldiers.45 

Infection rates declined from 35% to 18%, and 43 newly-inoculated regiments joined 

Washington’s forces, raising troop strength to 18,000.46 By strengthening the army at  

a critical moment, Washington’s policy proved pivotal in narrowing the immunity gap  

with British forces. At the Battle of Saratoga that year, smallpox “played no part” in  

 
39 Becker, Smallpox in Washington’s, p.175. 
40 Henry Lee, Memoirs of the War in the Southern Department of the United States (Philadelphia: Bradford and 
Inskeep, 1812), p.48. 
41 General Philip Schuyler to George Washington, August 31, 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-06-02-0152;  
“George Washington to Colonel Samuel Blachley Webb, April 7, 1777,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-09-02-0086  
42 Thursfield, “Smallpox in the,” p.316.  
43 Joseph Plumb Martin, May 31, 1777, Memoir of a Revolutionary Soldier (Mineola: Dover Publications,  
2006), p.37. 
44 Dan Liebowitz, “Smallpox Vaccination: An Early Start of Modern Medicine in America,” Journal of 
Community Hospital Internal Medicine Perspectives 7(1), May 2017, doi:10.1080/20009666.2016.1273611, 
p.62. 
45 Becker, Smallpox in Washington’s, p.181. 
46 Mary Gillett, The Army Medical Department 1775-1818 (U.S. Printing OƯice, Washington, D.C., 1987), p.115. 
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weakening American troops, demonstrating inoculation’s key role in the decisive 

American victory that secured French support.47 

From Revolution to Resolution 

For the remainder of the conflict, Washington’s policy continued to protect the 

army’s military readiness. Infection rates fell to 9% and smallpox mortality dropped 

below 1%, a remarkable success for the time.48 Army medical records seldom list  

smallpox as a cause of illness after 1778, suggesting that later outbreaks had little effect 

on Washington’s immunized forces.49 This shift allowed Washington to focus more  

on strategy, with his later correspondence showing far fewer references to smallpox.50 

Recruitment and troop strength recovered, peaking at around 48,000 men in 1779  

and transforming what one historian described as Washington’s “military turnstile” of 

sick and deserting recruits into a stable core of battle-hardened veterans.51 

Washington’s increased confidence in “the amazing benefits of inoculation” 

encouraged him to develop it into a more efficient and expansive practice.52 In 1778,  

he deemed it “more convenient” for the practice to be administered within camps rather 

than hospitals.53 This enabled the inoculation of 3,600 additional troops at Valley Forge, 

where improved techniques limited fatalities to just 11 men.54 He also expanded it 

 
47 Oscar Reiss, Medicine and the American Revolution: How Diseases and their Treatments AƯected the 
Colonial Army (New York: McFarland, 2005), p.101.  
48 Becker, Smallpox in Washington’s, p.181. 
49 Lesser, The Sinews of, January 1778 onward, passim; Becker, Smallpox in Washington’s, p.187. 
50 Koyle, “Smallpox in the”;  
https://founders.archives.gov/search 
51 Lesser, The Sinews of, p.10;  
Joseph Ellis, His Excellency: George Washington (New York: Knopf, 2004), p.83. 
52 “George Washington to John Augustine Washington, August 5-9, 1777,” in This Glorious Struggle:  
George Washington’s Revolutionary War Letters, ed. Edward Lengel (New York: Harper-Collins, 2007), p.104.  
53 “George Washington to the Commanding OƯicer at Alexandria, Virginia, March 20, 1778,” Founders 
Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-14-02-0208 
54 Becker, Smallpox in Washington’s, p.186. 
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beyond soldiers to “all subjects in camp,” providing protection to nearby civilians and the  

roughly 20,000 women whose labor helped sustain the army.55   

As inoculation proved effective in keeping troops healthy, military success 

gradually reshaped civilian attitudes toward inoculation, contributing to broader public 

acceptance and legislative change. Communities that had once rioted and destroyed 

hospitals began to offer homes and churches as isolation centers in exchange for free 

treatment.56 A Massachusetts town meeting in 1777 declared inoculation as “for the 

public good, though inconvenient,” reflecting growing acceptance.57 Washington used 

military success with inoculation to pressure governors to “repeal that most impolitic 

law,” helping overturn long-standing colonial prohibitions by the early 1780s.58 

Demonstrating contemporary recognition of the policy’s success, physician and 

Founding Father Benjamin Rush announced in 1781 that “smallpox, once fatal to 

thousands, has been checked in its career and…subdued by inoculation.”59  

However, access to inoculation remained unequal, reflecting broader colonial 

inequalities. While roughly 8,000 enslaved and free Black troops and Indigenous allies 

were included in Washington’s inoculation policy, their civilian counterparts remained  

largely unprotected.60 As such, smallpox continued to inflict heavy losses on these  

 
55 “General Orders, March 18, 1778,” Founders Online, National Archives,  
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-14-02-0183;  
Melvin Weig, Morristown National Historical Park: A Military Capital of the Revolution, 2024, 
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/62651, p.7. 
56 Wehrman, The Contagion of, p.209. 
57 March 12, 1777, The Acts and Resolves of the Province of Massachusetts Bay, 1771-80 (Boston: Wright and 
Potter, 1886), p.715. 
58 “George Washington to John Augustine Washington, August 5-9, 1777,” in This Glorious Struggle:  
George Washington’s Revolutionary War Letters, ed. Edward Lengel (New York: Harper-Collins, 2007), p.104; 
Wehrman, The Contagion of, p.220. 
59 Benjamin Rush, The New Method of Inoculating for the Small-Pox (Philadelphia: Charles Cist, 1781), p.4. 
60 “The Continental Army,” U.S. Army Center of Military History, 2026, 
https://history.army.mil/Revwar250/Continental-Soldier/ 
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populations. Thomas Jefferson later estimated that “about 27,000” enslaved people 

seeking freedom with British forces died during the 1780-81 Virginia epidemic.61  

By contrast, American forces remained healthy during the southern campaigns, with 

their high level of immunity contributing to victory at Yorktown on October 19, 1781.62  

By eliminating smallpox as a military constraint, Washington’s policy 

strengthened combat readiness, enabled key victories, and sustained the Revolution 

long enough to achieve independence, as well as reshaping public and legislative 

attitudes toward preventive health. Highlighting its significance, Washington biographer 

Ron Chernow ranked inoculation “as important as any military measure Washington 

adopted during the war.”63  

Beyond the Revolution, Washington’s policy advanced preventive disease 

management and set a precedent for state intervention in public health. In an era when 

public health measures were typically reactive, imposed only after outbreaks or disaster, 

Washington’s policy represented one of the first proactive approaches.64 Long before 

germ theory was established, inoculation demonstrated that infectious disease could be  

prevented and controlled. One medical historian observed that “nothing in the field of 

early American medicine was more revolutionary than the introduction of inoculation.”65 

By the 1790s, the practice had become so well-established that, during a 1792 Boston 

 
61 “Thomas JeƯerson to William Gordon, July 16, 1788,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/JeƯerson/01-13-02-0266 
62 Paul Aron, “A Revolutionary Fever: The Smallpox Epidemic in America AƯected the Course of the 
Revolution,” Trend and Tradition Magazine, Colonial Williamsburg, September 18, 2020, 
https://www.colonialwilliamsburg.org/discover/resource-hub/trend-tradition-magazine/trend-tradition- 
autumn-2020/revolutionary-fever/ 
63 Ron Chernow, Washington: A Life (New York: Penguin Press, 2010), p.200. 
64 Jeanne Abrams, Revolutionary Medicine: The Founding Fathers and Mothers in Sickness and in Health  
(New York: New York University Press, 2013), pp.5-6. 
65 Michael Bennett, War Against Smallpox: Edward Jenner and the Global Spread of Vaccination (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2020), pp.30-31;  
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outbreak, John Quincy Adams briefly noted that “a general inoculation has taken  

place…of ten thousand people.”66  

By proving that smallpox could be contained, Washington’s policy contributed to 

greater acceptance of Edward Jenner’s smallpox vaccine in 1798. President Thomas 

Jefferson promoted vaccination nationally, reinforcing the government’s role in  

public health.67 The U.S. Army eventually transitioned from smallpox inoculation to  

vaccination in preparation for the War of 1812, keeping mandatory smallpox protection  

a cornerstone of military practice.68 Over time, this legacy contributed to smallpox  

becoming the only contagious disease ever eradicated, with the World Health 

Organization declaring in 1980, “Smallpox is dead!”69  

Yet this success carries a modern irony: with smallpox vaccination now ended, 

many populations are as vulnerable to smallpox today as those Washington sought to 

protect 250 years ago.  

Conclusion 

Although soldiers faced numerous diseases during the Revolution, smallpox  

was the deadliest and most consequential, a direct response to the war’s outbreak.  

The 1775-82 epidemic is often overshadowed in historical accounts by the Revolution’s 

military and political events, yet smallpox shaped many of those same developments,  

 
John T. Barrett, “The Inoculation Controversy in New-England,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Vol. 12, July 
2, 1942, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44446265, p.169. 
66 “John Quincy Adams to Thomas Boylston Adams, September 2, 1792,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
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disproportionately affecting American strategy and campaigns. In response, Washington 

implemented an unprecedented mass inoculation policy, revolutionary in both concept 

and scale. In the face of significant controversy, risk, and wartime pressure, his decision 

marked a bold reaction at a moment when collapse seemed imminent.  

Beyond simply a medical response, Washington’s policy proved a necessary 

strategic gamble that stabilized the Continental Army and contributed to American 

victory. Accounts that omit this framing risk minimizing the extent to which smallpox and 

inoculation reshaped the Revolution’s military and political trajectory. They also present 

an incomplete picture of Washington’s wartime leadership, particularly his strategic 

prioritization of long-term survival over immediate readiness and his understanding that 

military success depended on more than battlefield command alone.  

Furthermore, Washington’s policy constituted public health innovation, helping 

normalize preventive medicine and establish military and public health practices that 

continue to influence modern policy. The controversies surrounding eighteenth-century 

inoculation reappear in public health debates today, reflecting enduring tensions 

between public fear, medical authority, and state intervention during epidemic crises.  

Washington’s revolutionary reaction to smallpox saved his troops, secured  

the Revolution, and left a lasting legacy, making it one of the most significant yet 

undervalued aspects of his military leadership. 
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Appendix A 

Map of Epidemic Spread, 1775-82  

 

 
Smallpox transmission through North America, 1775-82, denoted by clusters of red dots. 

 
 
Map reproduced from Geoffrey C. Ward, The American Revolution: An Intimate History, (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 2025), p.155. 
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Appendix B 

Colonial Newspaper Accounts Showing Inoculation Bans Across Colonies, 1774-77  

 

 

 
Figure B1. Inoculation ban announcement: New York, May 1775. 

 
The New-York Gazette, and the Weekly Mercury. (New York, NY), May 22, 1775. Chronicling America 
(Library of Congress). https://www.loc.gov/item/sn83030493/1775-05-22/ed-1/. 

 
 

 
Figure B2. Inoculation ban announcement: Massachusetts, July 1776. 

 
The American Gazette, or, the Constitutional Journal. (Salem, MA), July 16, 1776. Chronicling America 
(Library of Congress). https://www.loc.gov/item/sn83020494/1776-07-16/ed-1/. 
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Figure B3. Inoculation ban announcement: Connecticut, February 1777.* 

*Note: The Act was passed into law on February 1, 1777 but appeared in the newspaper after 
Washington’s order due to newspaper printing delays. 
 
The Connecticut Courant and Hartford Weekly Intelligencer. (Hartford, CT), February 10, 1777. 
Chronicling America (Library of Congress). https://www.loc.gov/item/sn82016139/1777-02-10/ed-1/. 
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Figure B4. Inoculation ban announcement: New Hampshire, February 1777.* 

*Note: The Act was passed into law on December 13, 1776 but appeared in the newspaper after 
Washington’s order due to newspaper printing delays. 
 
The Freeman's Journal, or, New-Hampshire Gazette. (Portsmouth, NH), February 25, 1777. Chronicling 
America (Library of Congress). https://www.loc.gov/item/sn83025583/1777-02-25/ed-1/. 
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Figure B5. Advertisement by a Maryland physician offering inoculation services to  

neighboring Virginian residents, where inoculation was prohibited: Virginia, March 1774. 
 

The Virginia Gazette. (Richmond, VA), March 17, 1774. Chronicling America (Library of Congress). 
https://www.loc.gov/item/sn84024739/1774-03-17/ed-1/. 
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This article highlights the eradication of smallpox and the crucial role vaccination 

played in eliminating it. I included it to contextualize Washington’s policy within 

the long-term impact of preventive medicine, showing how early inoculation 

efforts contributed to the eventual removal of smallpox from everyday life. 

 

Chernow, Ron. Washington: A Life. New York: Penguin Press, 2010. 

This biography provided a comprehensive portrait of Washington’s life, placing 

his inoculation policy within the full scope of his leadership and decision-making. 

It helped me understand his character, strategic foresight, and willingness to  

take calculated risks in other areas, helping my analysis of why he pursued 

inoculation despite controversy. I included his quote in my paper about the 

historical and military significance of Washington’s policy to help establish  

my thesis.  

 

Davis, Burke. George Washington and the American Revolution. New York: Random  

House, 1975. 

Davis’s narrative emphasizes the military campaigns and challenges of the 

Continental Army. This book helped contextualize the impact of smallpox on troop 

readiness and morale, how it shaped battlefield strategy, and the practical 

impacts of Washington’s inoculation decision. 

 

Diamond, Jared. Guns, Germs, and Steel. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005. 

This book was recommended to me by my librarian when she saw the topics of 

the books I was checking out. I was grateful as it gave good context to the role of 

disease in colonization and gave me a key statistic about how devastating 

smallpox had been to the Indigenous population in the Americas in the 1500s 

and beyond. 

 

Ellis, Joseph J. His Excellency: George Washington. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004. 

Ellis highlights Washington’s political and public leadership, including his  
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management of public perception and relations with Congress and civilians.  

This helped me understand inoculation as both a medical decision and a  

strategic one. I used his quote about Washington’s army as a “military turnstile”  

in the early years of the war to contrast with the stability of his army after 

inoculation. 

 

Fenn, Elizabeth A. Pox Americana: The Great Smallpox Epidemic of 1775–82. New  

York: Hill and Wang, 2001. 

This book provides a comprehensive account of the smallpox epidemic of 1775-

82 across North America, examining its spread, impact, and responses in 

multiple regions. It was my first major read on the topic and helped me situate his 

inoculation policy within the broader medical, social, and military consequences 

of the epidemic. It provided essential context for understanding why the disease 

was such a critical factor in Revolutionary-era decision-making, and the scope 

and scale of the epidemic itself. 

 

Ferling, John. Whirlwind: The American Revolution and the War that Won It. New York:  

Bloomsbury Press, 2015. 

As I began my research, I borrowed various well-respected books on the 

Revolution to further my understanding of military and political developments, 

however I quickly realized that this scholarly account entirely omits any reference 

to smallpox or inoculation, or their impact on the Revolution. Ironically, this very 

omission led me to realize how overlooked this aspect of the war is and helped 

shape my thesis and focus of study, helping me conclude that my topic is 

surprisingly underexamined. As a result of this oversight, this paper argues they 

can only provide a limited understanding of the Revolution and Washington’s 

leadership. 

 

Gase, Jacqueline and Amanda Quinn. “U.S. Military Immunization: The Fight Against  

Infectious Diseases.” National Museum of Health and Medicine. August 15, 2019.  
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mmunization. 

This article covers the history of mandatory military vaccinations in the U.S. Army 

from 1777 until today. In particular, it gave me context for how compulsory 

military smallpox inoculations and later vaccinations continued from 

Washington’s policy in 1777, through World War II, until 1990 when it ended due 

to smallpox’s eradication. This helped me understand the enduring importance of 

Washington’s policy to military practice today.   
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Office, 1987. https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/002229180. 

This book is a great record of the establishment and role of the Continental 

Army’s Medical Department throughout the war. This gave me a detailed account 

of disease, especially smallpox, during the war from a medical perspective, as 

well as a detailed record and statistics of how and where inoculation was carried 

out during the war years. 

 

Hasselgren, Per-Olof. “The Smallpox Epidemics in America in the 1700s and the Role of  

the Surgeons.” World Journal of Surgery 44 (2020): 3848–3856. 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7335227/. 

This article connected the smallpox epidemics of the 1700s to the societal fear 

and panic that threatened lives during the recent coronavirus pandemic. It helped 

me draw parallels between Washington’s management of smallpox and modern 

public health responses, offering perspective on how leadership and preventive 

measures can shape outcomes amid widespread disease. 

 

Historic Ipswich, “The Marblehead Smallpox Riot, January 1774.” January 1, 2022.  

https://historicipswich.net/2022/01/01/marblehead-smallpox-riot/. 

This article provided a detailed understanding of the fears that surrounded 

inoculation in the 1700s. I referenced its accounts of the riots and burning of the 
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faced Washington’s decision. 

 

Hopkins, Donald R. Princes and Peasants: Smallpox in History. Chicago: University of  

Chicago Press, 1983. 

This historical account traces smallpox from origins to eradication, providing 

essential context for the development of inoculation and the spread of disease.  

It helped me understand the broader spread and severity of the disease before 

the 1700s, explaining why Washington’s policy was both necessary and risky, as 

well as its development afterwards. 

 

Koyle, Kenneth. “Smallpox in the Colonial Army.” The Medical Journal (Spring 2025).  

https://medcoe.army.mil/the-medical-journal/. 

This article examines smallpox in the army specifically from a medical and 

military perspective. It helped me understand the impact of the disease on troop 

readiness and strategy, as well as its long-term implications for public health and 

preventive practices today. 
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doi: 10.1080/20009666.2016.1273611.  

This article was a useful understanding of inoculation in the context of early 

modern medicine and how Washington’s policy enabled the later acceptance of 

vaccines. I used some of the article’s statistics in my paper to show how quickly 

inoculation improved infection and mortality rates.  
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science-the-incredible-story-of-smallpox-eradication/ 

I used this article because it was a reliable source for the statistic that around 

500 million people have died from smallpox over the past 3,000 years. I used this 
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O’Connell, Robert L. Revolutionary: George Washington at War. New York: Random  

House, 2019. 

This book provides a broader view of Washington as a military leader, helping me 

understand his decisions within the challenges of him as Commander in Chief. 

It also helped me understand how his leadership style, strategic thinking, and 

concern for troop readiness informed the medical choice he made despite the 

widespread controversy. 

 

O’Shaughnessy, Andrew Jackson. The Men Who Lost America: British Leadership, the  

American Revolution, and the Fate of the Empire. New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2013. 

This book provided me with a valuable British perspective on the Revolutionary 

War. I used it to examine the impact of smallpox on British troops and to compare 

how the disease affected their campaigns compared to Washington’s, 

highlighting the strategic role of smallpox in the conflict. 

 

Reiss, Oscar. Medicine and the American Revolution: How Diseases and Their  

Treatments Affected the Colonial Army. New York: McFarland, 2005. 

This book was a good overview of the various diseases and illnesses faced by 

the Continental Army during the Revolution, and the methods available for 

treating them. I used a quote from this source in my paper to show how quickly 

inoculation protected the troops and helped them win important battles. 

 

Robertson, Roland. Rotting Face: Smallpox and the American Indian. Caldwell, ID:  

Caxton Press, 2001. 

This book focuses specifically on the impact of smallpox on Indigenous 

populations in the Americas throughout history. It provided essential context for 
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devastation to Washington’s troops. 

  

Thursfield, Hugh. “Smallpox in the American War of Independence.” Annals of Medical  

History Journal. May 1940. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7942582/. 

This account is one of the first detailed historical studies of smallpox’s role in the  

Revolution that influenced subsequent historical scholarship on the topic. It was  

critical reading for me, particularly his conclusion that Washington’s inoculation 

policy was of critical importance to the outcome of the Revolution. 

 

Tucker, Jonathan B. Scourge: The Once and Future Threat of Smallpox. New York:  

Atlantic Monthly Press, 2001. 

This book was a helpful understanding of the history of smallpox. Its discussion 

of the disease’s potential as a biological weapon today and the relative 

vulnerability of modern populations to smallpox helped me draw comparisons to 

the vulnerability of Washington’s troops and the enduring dangers of the disease 

back in the 1700s. 
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https://history.army.mil/Revwar250/Continental-Soldier/ 

I used this article as it was a reliable source for information on the number of 

Black and Indigenous people who served with or alongside Washington’s army, 

which was important to showing that he included them in his initial policy. 

 

Ward, Geoffrey C. The American Revolution: An Intimate History. New York: Alfred A.  

Knopf, 2025. 

This book is the accompaniment to Ken Burns’ recent documentary, The 

American Revolution. I used it to gain broader understanding of the Revolution 

but referenced it in my paper as an example of how some accounts still downplay 

the impact of smallpox and Washington’s inoculation policy. I also used a copy of 
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its map in my Appendix to show the spread of the 1775-82 epidemic across North 

America. 

 

Ward, Lucy. The Empress and the English Doctor: How Catherine the Great Defied a  

Deadly Virus. London: Oneworld Publications, 2022. 

This book provided excellent background information on the history and 

development of inoculation across Russia and Europe in the 1700s. It helped me 

understand why the practice had become familiar and accepted in England by 

the time of the American Revolution, explaining the resulting immunity of British 

troops and the relative vulnerability of the American ones. 

 

Wehrman, Andrew J. The Contagion of Liberty: The Politics of Smallpox in the American  

Revolution. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2022. 

This book covered smallpox during the Revolution from a civilian and political  

perspective. This helped me understand how inoculation was received by  

colonial governments, colonists, and other non-military groups, providing  

important context for the broader societal response to the procedure. 

 

Weig, Melvin. Morristown National Historical Park, a Military Capital of the American  

Revolution. Ebook, 2024. https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/62651. 

This book discusses the relevance and significance of the town of Morristown, 

New Jersey during the Revolution. Because Washington and his army were 

camped there during his initial inoculation efforts, this helped me understand 

local responses to the policy, community attitudes toward disease, and the 

impact of surviving gravesites in the area to smallpox victims.  

 

Williams, Tony. The Pox and the Covenant. Illinois: Sourcebooks, 2010. 

This is a detailed look at the 1721 Boston smallpox epidemic that caused great  

controversy around the disease and inoculation. It helped me understand the 

debates and attitudes towards inoculation 50 years before the war, as well as 

how communities handled the disease before Washington’s policy. 
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Witt, John Fabian. American Contagions: Epidemics and the Law from Smallpox to  

COVID-19. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020. 

This book took a unique perspective on smallpox: looking at it from a legal point 

of view. This helped me understand how pandemics, and their medical reactions, 

have shaped American law, especially more modern debates about the role of 

the federal government in public health. 


