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This is the house in Oyster Bay 
where the Warren family spent 
the summer in 1906. 

Typhoid fever was a common, 

and often deadly, disease in the 

United States in the early 1900s. In 

New York City alone, almost 3,500 

people became ill with typhoid in 

1906, and 639 of them died.

In the summer of 1906, banker Charles Warren and 

his family rented a house in Oyster Bay, Long Island. They 

wanted to have a relaxing vacation by the beach. Little 

did they know, however, that on August 27, disease would 

strike their summer home. On that day, Warren’s daughter, 

Margaret, came down with a fever. Within a week, five 

more people got sick. It soon became clear that typhoid 
fever was taking over the household.
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Luckily, nobody died from the disease. However, the 

owners of the home wanted to find out how the outbreak 

had started. So they hired typhoid expert George Soper. He 

checked the food, water, and milk in the house for typhoid 

germs. He didn’t find any.

Then Soper learned that the Warrens had hired a new 

cook about three weeks before the illness struck. Could 

she be the cause? The cook, named Mary Mallon, had quit 

before Soper arrived. The family said she was perfectly 

healthy. Still, Soper wanted to learn more about her.

George Soper had 
investigated the sources 
of other typhoid outbreaks 
before he was hired to 
study the one in Oyster Bay.
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Soper looked into Mary Mallon’s past. He discovered 

that since 1900, she had worked as a cook for seven 

families. Twenty-two people in those households had caught 

typhoid after Mary had prepared food for them. One girl 

had died.

Soper knew he had to track Mary down. In March 1907, 

he found her working as a cook for a family in New York 

City. Soper asked Mary for samples of her stool, blood, and 

urine. He told her they would be tested for typhoid germs.

Mary Mallon was born in Ireland, 
in 1869, and came to the United 

States as a teenager. 

Most typhoid sufferers have symptoms—
they look and feel very sick. However, 

some people who have typhoid germs 

in their bodies never show symptoms 

and are healthy. These people are called 

carriers. Mary Mallon was a carrier.

In the early 1900s, health officials 
posted signs like this one on 
buildings to warn people about 
the presence of typhoid fever.
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Mary didn’t believe she was spreading the disease. 

After all, she had never been sick with typhoid. She was 

also offended by Soper’s request. Mary picked up a large 

carving fork and threatened to stab Soper if he didn’t leave. 

Terrified, he dashed out of the house. Soper realized he 

needed help.

This illustration shows 
Mary threatening 
George Soper after he 
told her that she might 
have typhoid. 

7



Index

William Caper has written books about history, science, 
film, and many other topics. He lives in San Francisco, with 

his wife, Erin, and their dog, Face.

About the Author

Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition 28
antibiotics 16–17
antibodies 15
Australia 18, 20

bacteria 10–11, 13, 15, 16, 18, 
26–27, 29

Baker, Dr. Sara Josephine 8
Bangladesh 26

Canada 18
carriers 6, 13, 22, 24–25, 27
chlorine 18
Costa Rica 19

deaths 4, 6, 10, 13, 17, 18, 20–21, 
23, 24–25, 28–29

Democratic Republic of Congo 21

England 18, 28
Ethiopia 19

germs 5, 6, 9, 10, 14, 22, 26

India 19, 26
Ireland 6

Japan 18

Labella, Tony 25

Maidstone, England 28
Mallon, Mary 5, 6–7, 8–9, 10–11, 

22–23, 24
Middletown, Connecticut 28

New York City 4, 6, 8–9, 23
North Brother Island 9, 23, 24

Oyster Bay, Long Island 4–5

Pakistan 26
Philippines 21, 26

Russell, Dr. Frederick F. 15

Salmonella typhi (S. typhi) 11, 16 
Seattle, Washington 28
Soper, George 5, 6–7, 8
symptoms 4, 6, 12–13

travelers’ warnings 29
tuberculosis 9
Typhoid John 25
Typhoid Mary 22, 27

United States 4, 6, 10, 18–19, 24, 
28

U.S. Army 15

vaccines 14–15, 17, 19, 26

Warren family 4–5, 11
World War I 15

32



[Intentionally Left Blank]



In the summer of 1906, banker Charles Warren and his 
family rented a house near the beach in Oyster Bay, Long 
Island. A few weeks later, six members of the household came 
down with typhoid fever—a disease that struck about 200,000 
Americans every year at the time, and killed about 35,000. A 
health expert who had been hired to find out what had happened 
learned that the Warrens had recently hired a cook named 
Mary Mallon. Could she be the cause of this latest outbreak?

Look inside to find out more about Mary Mallon and how she 
came to be known as “Typhoid Mary.” You’ll also discover what 
causes typhoid, how it affects the body, the places in the world 
where the disease is still a problem, and—most important—how 
to protect yourself from getting it in the first place.

Dirty Food, Dirty Water!


