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An Outbreak of Epidemic Louse-Borne Typhus in Tokyo 1914:
A Study on the Prevention of Epidemics

Mikio WATANABE

In 1914, the third year of the Taisho era, a period of democracy and prosperity of Japan,
Tokyo was attacked by an outbreak of epidemic louse-borne typhus. The number of patients
was 4,119 and number of deaths was 778 (mortality rate of 18.9%) in Tokyo and 7,309
patients had been suffering from typhus fever that year in Japan. Many possible causes of the
outbreak were suspected by the Health Authority of the Home Office, but these were not
confirmed. One of the most likely reasons is the poor and congested living conditions of
seasonal construction workers. Laborers had moved from the northeast region of Japan
where typhus fever had developed occasionally in those days. Some of the laborers probably
brought pathogenic germs with lice. The main preventive method for epidemic louse-borne
typhus was isolation of patients and disinfecting of the areas. Kitasato Shibasaburou
proposed the improvement of residential conditions of workers to prevent the prevalence of
disease, but the proposal was not accepted because of financial reasons of the government.
Recurrence of the outbreak did not occur in the following years. However, a huge outbreak
of typhus fever with 32,366 patients and 3,351 deaths, was documented in 1946, amidst the
disordered conditions of Japan after World War II.



