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1. Dr. Benjamin Rush, letter to Reverend Richard Allen, September 1793

"It has pleased God to visit this city with a malignant and contagious fever, which infects white people 
of all ranks, but passes by persons of your color."  

Dr. Benjamin Rush, the only signer of the Declaration of Independence with a medical degree, advocated for 
humanization of psychiatric treatment 

Reverend Richard Allen, born into slavery 1760 and purchased his freedom. Prolific preacher. Co-founder 
of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME). 

Historical context: During Philadelphia's catastrophic 1793 yellow fever epidemic — which killed 
approximately 5,000 of the city's 51,000 inhabitants — physician Rush asked Black Philadelphians to remain 
in the city and serve as nurses and undertakers, based on the erroneous medical belief that Black people 
were immune. Black Philadelphians who stayed and served did, in fact, die from the fever at significant rates. 

Today's hospice and palliative care: Prevention of discrimination to patients and employees. Evidence-
based research paired with clinical best practices and ethics. 

Source: American Journal of Public Health, "A Contemporary Black Perspective on the 1793 Yellow Fever 
Epidemic" 
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2.  Absalom Jones & Richard Allen, A Narrative of the Proceedings of the 
Black People, Philadelphia, 1794 

 

"We have suffered equally with the whites, our distress hath been very great, but much unknown to 
the white people." 

 
Absalom Jones, born into slavery in 1746, learned to read, purchased freedom for his wife and himself. 
Co-founded the Free African Society with Richard Allen. Established the  St. Thomas African Episcopal 
Church in Philadelphia, the first Black Episcopal congregation in America. 
 
Reverend Richard Allen, born into slavery 1760 and purchased his freedom in the early 1780’s. Prolific 
preacher. Co-founder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME). 
 
Historical context: During the catastrophic 1793 Philadelphia yellow fever epidemic, free Black 
Philadelphians — led by Jones and Allen — answered the city's call to nurse the sick and bury the dead, 
believing (mistakenly) that they had immunity. Their 1794 pamphlet, the first copyrighted work by African 
Americans, stands as the founding document of Black civic health witness in America. 
 
Today's hospice and palliative care: Core, inclusive healthcare. Evidence-based research paired with 
clinical best practices and ethics. Emergency disaster management. Workplace safety. Infection control. 
Employee rights and responsibilities.  
 
Sources: A Narrative of the Proceedings of the Black People During the Late Awful Calamity in Philadelphia 
(1794); A Contemporary Black Perspective on the 1793 Yellow Fever Epidemic in Philadelphia - PMC 
 

 

 

3.  United States Congress, An Act Relative to Quarantine, 1796 

 
"An Act Relative to Quarantine," Adopted by the Third Congress and signed by George Washington 

 
Historical context: One of the earliest federal public health statutes, the Quarantine Act established that 
the federal government had a role in protecting the public from epidemic disease — a foundational 
precedent for all subsequent public health law in the United States. The act was passed in response to the 
recurring yellow fever epidemics that devastated port cities in the 1790s. More comprehensive federal 
quarantine law in 1799, “Act Respecting Quarantines and Health Laws.” 
 
Today's hospice and palliative care: COVID 19. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).  
 
Source: Library of Congress Law Blog: An Act Relative to Quarantine (1796) – Statutes and Stories  

 

 What chapters are we writing next? 
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