
Smallpox and Vaccination Records:
Genealogy and Local History Articles
Smallpox, a highly contagious and deadly disease, plagued humanity for
centuries. However, in the late 18th century, Edward Jenner's discovery of
the smallpox vaccine revolutionized public health and saved countless
lives. Vaccination records document the individual and collective efforts to
prevent this devastating disease.
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For genealogists and local historians, smallpox and vaccination records
offer a unique window into the medical history of our ancestors and
communities. These records provide insights into their health, their
interactions with the healthcare system, and the public health challenges
they faced.

Locating Smallpox and Vaccination Records
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Smallpox and vaccination records may be found in various repositories,
including:

Local health departments

State archives

Historical societies

Family Bibles and other personal documents

Online databases such as Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org

The specific locations and availability of these records may vary depending
on the time period and geographical area of interest.

Interpreting Smallpox and Vaccination Records

Smallpox and vaccination records can contain a wealth of information,
including:

Name, age, and residence of the individual

Date of vaccination or smallpox infection

Name of the medical practitioner who performed the vaccination

Type of vaccine used (e.g., bovine, humanized)

Reaction to the vaccination (e.g., no reaction, mild symptoms, severe
symptoms)

Occupation and other personal details

Interpreting these records may require some historical context. For
example, the development of different types of smallpox vaccines over time



(e.g., Jennerian, bovine) can help date the record.

Genealogical Value

Smallpox and vaccination records provide valuable genealogical
information:

Confirming the identity and birthdates of ancestors

Tracing their movements and interactions with the healthcare system

Understanding their health and medical experiences

Identifying potential siblings and extended family members

Providing context for family stories and oral histories

These records can help genealogists overcome obstacles, such as gaps in
census or birth records, and connect with the lives and struggles of their
ancestors.

Local History Significance

Smallpox and vaccination records also hold historical significance:

Tracking the spread of smallpox epidemics and the effectiveness of
vaccination campaigns

Measuring the impact of public health initiatives on population health

Documenting the role of local health authorities in responding to public
health crises

Examining the social and economic conditions that shaped vaccination
rates



Understanding the evolution of medical knowledge and practices over
time

These records provide historians with rich data for studying the medical
and public health history of communities.

Smallpox and vaccination records are invaluable resources for
genealogists and local historians. They offer insights into the personal and
collective experiences of our ancestors with a devastating disease and the
transformative impact of vaccination. By locating, interpreting, and
analyzing these records, we can uncover the hidden stories of our past and
gain a deeper understanding of the health challenges and successes that
shaped our communities and families.

Additional Resources

For more information on smallpox and vaccination records, consult the
following resources:

CDC: Smallpox Vaccine Records

FamilySearch: Smallpox Vaccination Records

National Library of Medicine: Smallpox and Vaccination History
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