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Washington’s War on 
Smallpox 
When we reflect on the American Revolution, we tend 
to picture battlefield strategy, bold declarations, and 
dramatic victories. But one of the most pivotal decisions 
of the war didn’t involve muskets or maneuvering. It 
involved medicine. 

In February 1777, George Washington made a daring 
and controversial choice: he ordered the mandatory 
inoculation of the Continental Army against smallpox. 
Historians widely regard this as the first mass 
immunization policy in American history—a move that 
may have saved the Revolution as surely as any 
battlefield triumph. 

An Invisible Enemy 

Smallpox was one of the deadliest threats in colonial 
America, killing roughly 30% of those infected and 
leaving many survivors permanently scarred. Unlike 
Europe, where the disease was endemic, much of the 
colonial population—especially in rural and southern 
areas—had little prior exposure and therefore no 
immunity. 

As soldiers from across the colonies gathered into 
crowded encampments, they created ideal conditions 
for the virus to spread. Smallpox traveled easily through 
the air, bodily fluids, and contaminated clothing. Fever, 
severe pain, and a blistering rash quickly incapacitated 
its victims. In the tight quarters of military life, outbreaks 
could devastate entire units. 

Washington’s Hard-Earned Immunity 

Washington’s resolve was shaped by personal 
experience. In 1751, at age nineteen, he contracted 
smallpox while visiting Barbados. He survived—bearing 
only minor facial scars—but gained lifelong immunity. 
That experience left him with a clear understanding of 
both the disease’s dangers and the protective power of 
inoculation. 

A Crisis of Readiness 

Early in the war, smallpox wreaked havoc on American 
troops, especially during the failed invasion of Canada 
in 1775–1776. Soldiers were lost to disease at alarming 
rates—often more than to British gunfire. Recruitment 
suffered as well; fear of infection kept many would-be 
patriots from enlisting. 

At first, Washington banned inoculation (known as 
variolation), which involved deliberately infecting a 
person with a mild form of smallpox to induce 
immunity. Though typically effective, the procedure left 

soldiers contagious and weakened for weeks—an 
alarming prospect with British forces nearby. 

But by early 1777, Washington concluded that inaction 
posed the greater risk. Smallpox, he realized, 
threatened the army—and the cause of independence—
more than the enemy did. 

A Bold Order 

On February 5, 1777, Washington informed the 
president of the Continental Congress that he would 
require inoculation for all troops. “Necessity not only 
authorizes but seems to require the measure,” he 
wrote, warning that the army had “more to dread from 
it than from the Sword of the Enemy.” 

Philadelphia became central to the effort. As a major 
hub for troops traveling north, the city served as a 
controlled site where recruits could be inoculated and 
recover before joining the main army. Later, when the 
British occupied Philadelphia, inoculations continued at 
the winter encampment at Valley Forge—another 
example of Washington’s adaptability. 

Timing was everything. Washington launched the 
campaign during winter, when military operations 
typically slowed, giving troops time to recover before 
spring fighting resumed. He also insisted on secrecy, 
fearing a British attack during the army’s temporary 
vulnerability. 

A Revolutionary Success 

By the end of 1777, an estimated 40,000 soldiers had 
been inoculated. The results were dramatic. Before the 
campaign, infectious diseases—particularly smallpox—
accounted for the vast majority of Continental Army 
deaths. Afterward, infection rates dropped sharply, 
giving American forces a critical advantage over British 
troops, who continued to suffer outbreaks. 

Leadership Beyond the Battlefield 

Washington’s decision was more than a medical 
measure—it was a strategic masterstroke and an early 
example of evidence-based public health policy in 
America. He overcame public skepticism, logistical 
hurdles, and real military risk to protect his troops from 
an invisible enemy. 

The policy also set an enduring precedent. Compulsory 
vaccination programs later became standard practice in 
the U.S. military, reflecting the principal Washington 
embraced: safeguarding soldiers’ health is essential to 
military success. 

The story of Washington’s fight against smallpox 
reminds us that leadership isn’t only about battlefield 
heroics. Sometimes, the boldest and most 
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consequential decisions happen far from the front 
lines—and save a nation in the process. 

 
George Washington orders soldier sent to Philadelphia in order 
to receive small pox inoculations 


