Prolog

The Epidemiologic Approach
and the Uses of Epidemiology

In 1976, public attention was focused on Philadelphia not only
because of the bicentennial of the signing of the Declaration of
Independence but also because of a mysterious epidemic of pneumonia
that struck there soon after the Fourth of July. An apparently new
disease! had struck 221 people at Philadelphia’s Bellevue-Stratford
Hotel, many of whom were attending an American Legion
Convention—thus giving rise to the name “Legionnaires’ Disease,” or
Logionellosis, for this virulent pnoumonia. A majority of the rases
occurred within a 12-day interval, and 6.8 percent of the conventioneers
developed the disease. Thirty-four persons (16 percent of the cases)
died.

It was through the news coverage of this investigation that wany
Americans first heard of that small band of scientists known as
epidemiologists. Although the expected white lab coats and microscopes
were very much in evidence among some of the scientists searching out
the causes of this epidemic, the epidemiologists did not conduct their
investigation in the fashion most people expected. Instead of working
with test tubes and microscopes in laboratories, they spent their time
asking people questions and poking into every corner of the hotel—

*It was eventually learned that previously there had been at least two smaller epidem-
ics of the same disease—one in Washington, D.C. in 1965 and the other at the same
Philadelphia hotel in 1974. There had also been previous epidemics of Pontiac Fever, a
nonpneumonic disease caused by the same bacteria as Legionnaires’ Disease.
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