
On the morning of December 10, 1892, 
the tugboat Bob Teed reluctantly left its snug 
berth on the Chicago River and steamed 
out onto Lake Michigan. The temperature 
was in the twenties, but the breeze out of 
the west was light, and the lake was relatively 
calm. At a spot two miles offshore, a green 
glass jug was lowered over the side, filled, 
hauled back to the surface, and carefully 
labeled. At another location two miles far­
ther out, a similar procedure was followed; 
and so it went for the rest of the day, with 
samples taken up and down the lakefront 
and from the Chicago River as well. The Bob 
Teed was on a research expedition for the 
British medical journal The Lancet, which 
was preparing a report on Chicago's water 
supply. Since 1890, Chicago had been in the 
midst of a serious typhoid fever epidemic; 
in fact, during the 1890—1892 period, the 
city enjoyed the dubious distinction of hav­
ing the highest death rate from typhoid 
fever among the leading cities in the United 
States and Europe.1 
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The main cause of typhoid fever was pol­
luted drinking water, and the British were 
concerned because the World's Columbian 
Exposition—the biggest world's fair of the 
century—was soon to be held in Chicago. 
The typhoid scare is one of Chicago's lesser-
known episodes, which is not surprising 
since the city boosters were reluctant to dis­
cuss it for fear that publicity would scare off 
the millions of visitors expected for the fair. 
But the threat was real, and the story reveals 
the complexity of solving public health 
problems in those days.2 

Ever-present typhoid fever threatened the 
urban iz ing world of the n ineteenth 
century.3 The virulent microbe attacks the 
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