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Adventitia

A Philadelphia summer

"The August heat was merciless. From the
seventh to the twenty-seventh there were only
two cool days. Twice there was rain and after-
wards the sun shone through a steamy mist.
Those who have lived through Philadelphia
summers know these afternoons and would
view with compassion the moist faces of the
delegates". Thus wrote William Johnson, a
Connecticut delegate to the Constitutional
Convention which followed the Declaration of
Independence two centuries ago.
Things were much the same in August 1976.

The sweltering city of the founding fathers
was again host to a great variety of groups
celebrating the bicentenary of independence.
There were conventions of magicians and
candlemakers, a Eucharistic congress, national
archery and rowing championships - and the
fall meeting of the American Physiological
Society to which I was to present a paper.
We had one great advantage over the per-

spiring delegates of 200 years ago - air condi-
tioning - or did we? The first hint that some-
thing was amiss was when they switched off
the air conditioning at my hotel. I was assured
that this was a routine servicing procedure -
but why in the middle of an August heat wave
and who were those heavies snooping around
the lobby and corridors? And then the story
broke with screaming headlines in the Phila-
delphia Daily News: dozens of delegates to the
convention of the Pennsylvania branch of the
American Legion, held in the city two weeks
earlier, were being smitten by a mysterious
disease from which 19 had already died. Hotel
bookings were cancelled and the city, which
had invested billions of dollars in the bicenten-
nial celebrations, was facing bankruptcy.
Rumours abounded. The veterans of foreign
wars accused drug companies of conspiring to
release a fatal flu virus in order to promote
their vaccine sales. High levels of nickel had

been found in the bodies of fatal cases and a
left wing group (perhaps communist sailors
from a Polish ship moored in the Delaware
river) were thought to have injected nickel
carbonyl gas into the air conditioning systems
of hotels where the legionnaires were staying.
Or was there some noxious element in the
droppings of those rabbits and doves conjured
out of hats at the magicians' convention?
These rumours were not confined to the

tabloids and taverns of Philadelphia. Even the
Lancet, as late as June 1977, was still promot-
ing the nickel theory and contemplating the
possibility that "careless chemists," "mad
scientists," "saboteurs," or "criminals" were
responsible; or perhaps the nickel carbonyl gas
was coming from the garbage cans in which
Philadelphians were burning their rubbish
because of a garbage collectors' strike? And so
the theories proliferated until Joseph McDate
noticed a curious red patch on a culture from a
guinea pig inoculated with lung tissue from a
dead legionnaire. From this he grew Legionella
pneumophila, the Gram negative bacillus now
known to be the cause of the outbreak.
Of 182 patients with legionella pneumonia,

29 died. The victims included 149 legion-
naires, nine Eucharists, two candlemakers, and
one magician - but no physiologists. The
majority of these had - as indeed had I -
entered the Bellevue-Stratford hotel or
strolled along the adjacent sidewalk on Broad
Street. Raised serum titres among the hotel
employees suggested long term exposure to the
bacillus and a degree of immunity, for only one
of the 400 employees contracted the disease.
This solitary case was the air conditioner man.
Perhaps, like our famous predecessors two
centuries ago, we too should have sweated out
that Philadelphia summer and eschewed the
comforts of modern technology.

COLIN OGILVIE
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