Childhood Diseases

In the early log books of Port Isaac school the headmaster regularly reported outbreaks of illness amongst the schoolchildren. For the most serious epidemics, medical officials required the school to close
so the spread could be slowed or halted. The current older generation may not think the type of reports he made would be out of place in a British primary school of the 1950s or 1960s. Before the
introduction of modern antibiotics and mass immunisation, highly contagious childhood diseases like Measles, Mumps, Rubella (German Measles), Whooping Cough, Diphtheria and Scarlet Fever spread
like wildfire, especially in crowded living accommodation or the confined space of a schoolroom.

In the summer of 1884 a measles outbreak at the end of June reduced attendance, not only from those directly affected but the older girls were required at home to look after the sick children. The
contagion is such that the vast majority (around 90%) of those without immunity who share living space with an infected person will catch the disease, so it is not surprising that it quickly started to spread.

As late as the 1950s, catching measles in childhood was regarded ‘as inevitable as death and taxes’

By 11th July, the medical advice was to close the school at once. When the school reconvened on 11th August, measles was still about but the worst was over and the school could continue. Attendance
was reported to be still very small, but this time the children were missing out on schooling to help with the harvest. This practice was presumably rife throughout rural England, and governments
eventually bowed to the inevitable by adopting long school summer holidays to coincide with harvest time.

Scarlet Fever (Scarletina) is a bacterial disease particularly affecting young children around 4 to
8 years old. Before the advent of antibiotics it was a very serious disease and could be fatal.

In 1886, there was an outbreak of Scarlet Fever (Scarlatina) which closed the school from 4th June to 12th July, when presumably it had abated, although it was still present in late August. Before the
advent of antibiotics Scarlet Fever was most serious and could be fatal, although the headmaster reported no deaths at the school.

Whooping cough ... an extremely debilitating disease with severe uncontrollable coughing fits
interspersed with a high-pitched 'whoop' as the child struggles to breathe in.

Later that year, December brought Whooping Cough to weaken the children further. This disease can last 6 to 8 weeks before subsiding. If you have experienced an annoying tickly cough for a couple of
days, this was a cough that was much worse and lasting for a couple of months. Think of the great anguish and fear of a young mother having to watch her child go through this day after day in the
knowledge there was nothing she could do. Even if she was able to afford to pay for a doctor (most likely not) there was little the doctor could offer other than sympathy. There was a further outbreak of
Whooping Cough in April 1911 when the school was closed for three weeks, and more illness later that year as Diphtheria broke out in November.

Diptheria is a highly contagious disease that can prove fatal.

A serious outbreak of Diphtheria occurred in December 1917 when the Medical Officer of Health ordered the school closed in December. The whole school was disinfected in January, but remained
closed until February 1918.

In 1894, Typhoid Fever struck Port Isaac

This bacterial disease is caused by the supply of drinking water being contaminated with sewage, and is invariably associated with poor sanitation and hygiene. In February, the headmaster reported that
parents were afraid to send their children to school and on 21st February, 14 year old Francis George Brewer died. The following week there were seven cases in the village, three of which were
schoolchildren. The medical authorities closed the school at once, not reopening until March 19th. On 15th March a second boy had died, 9 year old James William Leathlean. The epidemic carried on
through April and May, with parents still afraid to send their children to school.

The Royal Cornwall Gazette of 26th April 1894 reported on a meeting of the Bodmin Rural Sanitary Authority.
The medical officer, Dr. Mudge, stated that analysis showed the well water was unfit for drinking purposes, and
noted previous checks had condemned the water but the authority had not acted. The well was undoubtedly
where the old pump in Middle Street — formerly Well Street - now stands. A proposal to site a temporary hospital
in the village to provide better provision for the sick was positively refused by inhabitants and had to be
abandoned. With the clarity of hindsight it is all too easy to criticise such inaction or ignorance, but at the time
the causes of disease were by no means universally acknowledged. In the Royal Cornwall Gazette of 24th May
the chairman of the Sanitary Committee of Cornwall Council, Silvanus Trevail (the architect who designed the
old school) reported ten cases of Typhoid in Port Isaac and backs up the medical officer’s reports of ‘bad and
defective drainage and contaminated water supply’ from his own experience when he inspected the village on
14th May.

The gravestone of Francis George Brewer
A victim of the 1894 Typhoid outbreak

The inscription reads —

In Loving Memory of
NATHANIEL BREWER
(Master Mariner)
of Port Isaac 1n this Parish

th

who died at sea June 24 1884

Aged 39 Years

Also
FRANCIS GEORGE
Youngest Son of the above

Died February 215 1894
Aged 14 Years
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